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This is also an amateur work. While I poured all my heart into it and made considerable efforts to rid it of mistakes, you should not expect the level of consistency and quality of a New-York Times bestseller.

This is a work of fiction.
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Chapter 1: Cruel Genesis

Where…where am I?

I take a deep breath in, which promptly turns into a coughing fit as I spit…something on the ground. Agh! Disgusting. This is entirely too disgraceful. I hope there is no one around to witness my shame!

The thought is born and dies in an instant. I struggle to remain calm, but I can already feel the onset of panic.

I smell dampness, old stones, and rust.

This is not my bedroom, nor is it any hospital I would be sent to.

What has happened?

I am lost.

The stone bricks I can see through my waterfall of blonde hair are oddly well-defined, as if the distance did not affect my sight. Darkness is now just a deeper shade instead of an impenetrable veil. I can hear individual sounds of dripping water and groaning wood with perfect clarity instead of as the usual undefined background noises.

The air smells of dampness and iron and the taste on my tongue is as cloying as it is distracting. Every sensation is magnified, and each one catches my attention briefly before another one takes over in a disorienting dance. Soon, the sensory overload grows into a stabbing pain just behind my eyes.

I feel sick.

I need to understand.

I take stock of my situation and shiver in fright.

My wrists are shackled. My legs are on the floor, the skin scraped raw. I feel the coarse fabric of a simple tunic on my shoulders and…Oh, I am not wearing undergarments! Someone may have seen me without… I cannot bear the thought.

I twist a bit and feel wet hair plastered to my skull, falling to my shoulders. I see my legs, coming out of a rough piece of fabric, a rag that even the lowliest of slaves would not wear. They are even paler than usual and dotted with red spots, which I realize is blood. The very same blood I spat earlier.

I breathe deeper to control my fear. I shall not break down. I shall not scream. I am no tender flower from Charleston to faint at the mere sight of the crimson liquid. I am made from sterner stock!

My fear does not recede and yet I am once more in control of myself. I do not know exactly the predicament I find myself in, but I know that panic shall not help. I will not succumb to it.

Wary, I continue my inspection.

Bare walls of the ubiquitous grey stone and a single massive door with a barred window. Is this a farce? I am in a dungeon! I must be dreaming. Yes, this is a dream and I am still asleep. Or perhaps I am quite mad, and this is one of those “hospices” I have heard so much about. I do not understand.

I swear, I will get to the bottom of this, or my name isn’t…My name isn’t…

I am…

Cannot focus. My thoughts are a jumble of impressions and emotions, of needs I do not understand. They slip away before I can grasp them fully. I shake my head and bite my lips to clear them, to no effect. Nothing works.

I cannot recall my name. I must recall my name. Unbidden, my mouth opens and the sound escapes.

“A…Ariane”

The pain!

I bend forward as much as I can while my throat burns me. Soon, the agony extends to my stomach and tears me from inside. My mind blanks from the sheer intensity. This is a hundred times worse than anything I have ever felt. God please, make it stop. Make it stop! Someone, anyone!

And it seems someone listened to my prayer. I can hear the clang of a door open far in front of me. Three sets of footsteps approach. Faster, I beg you!

“Told ya I heard something. Sun just set, so it’s possible.”

“Hmmm.”

Despite the lack of any light source, I can see with great clarity the face of my would-be savior, and now I know for sure that I am doomed.

This man looks like a highwayman. Why, if I met him in the street, I would immediately flee and call for the nearest guard. He has unkempt black hair and a greasy beard that he must not have trimmed in months! Yet even then I could take him for a laborer were it not for a pair of insane blue eyes that freeze my very soul.

The man smiles and displays a full set of uneven teeth. How very chilling. And yet I know with certainty that this man could help me, were I not stopped by a strange feeling.

This man already belongs to…someone else. And I would be better off not touching him. I know I should be curious, but the pain is making me dizzy.

The second man is not white. He is not unlike some of the coolies who help dig the train tracks, with the same golden skin and slanted eyes, and yet to compare them is to compare a Pomeranian with a wolf. His arms bulge with muscles and his expression is fierce indeed. I can tell from his posture that he is a fencer, or a pugilist of sorts.

He moves with the grace of a predator, and once again a strange feeling washes over me. I know with certainty that this man is dangerous beyond his appearance. He has a cold aura to him, and he cannot help me.

The third man can.

I feel joy and warmth fill my chest. Yes! This man is a captive like me, an adolescent with a lost look. He wears the clothes of a smith, or perhaps a cooper, and a thin chain hangs from his neck. He can make the pain stop; I just know it in my heart.

And so, I move.

And I stop. I look in confusion at my stretched arms but of course, silly me. I am still in chains! Heavy locks of a silvery metal join my wrists to the wall in two taut lines. I am trapped.

“Wow! A feisty one eh? Come on, give her the boy.”

The Asian man frowns. Our eyes meet and there is a hint of sympathy in his rugged features. He pushes the young man towards me.

My left hand brushes the boy’s collar. Yes! Yes, finally, I am saved! I drag my hero closer and breathe in his neck. Oh, this delicate bouquet, like an exquisite wine from a perfect year, so rich and intoxicating. I am losing my mind. My canines brush his skin, pierce the flesh. Something thick and sweet brushes my tongue.

The world explodes in ecstasy.

I have no words.

For an eternity, nothing exists. Nothing but heavenly pleasure that rolls and roils and boils and drowns. I die and I live again, and I die once more. The wave of felicity ravages my very being and shatters my psyche.

If this is half as good as lovemaking, I understand women who find themselves with child out of wedlock. This is good enough to sell one’s soul.

I love it.

Love it, love it, love it.

I wish it never stopped.

Alas, at some point, it does. I do not know how long it takes but when the tide recedes, I know peace and the certainty that all is right in the world. How peculiar. No amount of prayer has ever brought me to such heights. I am touching on the realm of the divine!

I release the young man who flops on the ground. He can no longer help me and worse, he smells terrible!

How did he help me again?

I cannot recall.

Ah, my memories are in shamble, probably because of the dire nature of my predicament.

The creepy man chuckles and drags the adolescent’s chain to pull him out of my reach, as if I were an animal. How rude! I frown in disapproval.

“What…” my voice croaks “What is the meaning of this?”

How I wish I could convey my outrage at being held like this! Not even a bucket of water, or a chamber pot! Am I to live like a beast? I do not want to think about it. I do not want to think about a great many things.

The smaller, white man jumps in surprise and even the Asian guardian lifts an eyebrow. What is wrong with them? Did they expect me to cower, to beg?

“Well, Milady. Forgive this humble Baudouin, heh? Did not expect ya to be so…”

I huff with impatience and address his companion.

“How about you, warrior, care to explain why I am being held so?”

While Baudouin is flustered, this one seems barely amused.

“It is for your own safety.”

“My safety? I will be secure when I am unbound and at home, you rogue! What will it take for you to release me?”

Baudouin interrupts me, apparently miffed at being ignored.

“Don’t ya worry your cute little head, Lady, you’ll be released soon enough.”

“I…I…”

I want to go on, I want to extract information from the reluctant duo, but I feel so tired, so very exhausted. Torpor invades my limbs and makes everything so heavy. My eyelids slide down with the weight of an executioner’s axe.
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It is summer at the plantation. Sugar canes raise from the red earth, lush and green, as far as my eyes can see. The relentless sun beats down on my shoulders with a weight that is almost physical. It would be unbearable but for a light breeze and the smell of the river.

A massive blond man kneels in front of me. His knife slices into the flesh of the sugar cane until only a dripping sliver remains. His face is rugged and red and there are tangles in his blond beard, but I do not care. His shining blue eyes, which I inherited, look at me with all the warmth in the world.

“Try this, mon ange”

“I don’t wanna! It’s dirty!”

“Try it to make Papa happy. Allez!”

“D’accord.”

I take it with a tiny hand and bring it through my lips. It is strangely fibrous and at the same time, sweet and juicy.

“’Mmm!”

“See? Your Papa knows best. That’s why you should have listened, mon ange.”

“Hm?”

“I told you to always wear your hat outside because it is so hot when the sun is out. But did you listen? Oh no, you didn’t. And now, you burn.”

Flames erupt from the flesh of my hand, I scream and scream, and I try to stop them, but my other arm catches fire and it spreads all over me. It hurts, it hurts so much. Blackened meat cracks to reveal tarnished bones. My hair combusts. Nothing stops the raging inferno. I beg the darkness to take me and eventually, it does.
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I awaken in the same grey cell. There is no sign of my captors or anyone else. I feel odd. There is a part of me that fights and rebels and tries to make me question my circumstances. I am aware that there have been inconsistencies in, well, everything, and yet I find it hard to focus.

Like a patient in the claws of a high fever, my grasp on reality is tenuous and uncertain. No matter how hard I try to focus, I am only afforded bits of lucidity. I remember a nightmare. I remember yesterday. I remember my name. What was it again? Ariane. Yes, my name is Ariane, although I must be honest and state that it is merely a praenomen.

Using my voice helped.

I shall endeavour to do so again.

“My name…is Ariane…I am…nineteen.”

I am of age to be married. I have…suitors. I think?

“I…come from…”

Two city names come to mind, one is Baton Rouge, and it gives a homey feeling. The other is New-Orleans and it feels more exciting but also tainted.

I cannot finish the sentence. I feel myself drifting into apathy and I cannot let that happen, so I force myself to press on.

“I…”

I what?

“I have…a family.”

Yes, I know this is right. I try to recall the man from my dream, his smile, and happy looks but his image blurs and another one replaces him. The second man is terrifying. I remember a cruel smile and doll-like eyes that mirror a soul as black as the night.

My musings stop when the same craving comes over me. My throat is parched. It is only natural as people need to drink quite a bit of water every day.

I remember stories of sailors going mad when deprived of it, their sanity robbed as they suffer surrounded by a liquid they cannot ingest. I am sure someone will come. If they wanted me dead, it would have already happened.

Time passes with agonizing slowness. My thirst grows so much that I start moaning. My teeth bite painfully into increasingly dry lips. The only saving grace is that after two days I haven’t had to go to the… Well, this is embarrassing and queer. How come I have had no need to visit the… the what?

A distant clang interrupts my thoughts, whatever they were. I have already forgotten. Three sets of footsteps again. I wonder how I can tell with such accuracy but, well, it does not truly matter.

They soon stop and yesterday’s Asian man gives me a passing glance before opening the door. He steps in and stands aside with the dignity of a British Royal Guard.

The second visitor is a woman out of a fairy tale. Truly, if anyone had described her to me, I would have called them a liar, and yet here she stands.

Tall and lithe, her slender body is clad in a blue gown that would be the envy of King William’s court. It suits her form perfectly and manages to be enticing without being vulgar which, given her silhouette, is quite an achievement.

Her skin is as white as alabaster and her face is the very image of grace and majesty. Black curls fall with restraint from an elaborate hairdo and encase two striking green eyes, bright as emeralds. Why, if my mouth were not so dry, I would be gawping like some country bumpkin right about now.

The same cold aura that encases the Asian man also comes from her and yet I hesitate to compare them as she seems in a class of her own. If the man’s is a drum, the woman’s is an orchestra. The pressure it gives off terrifies me to my core and I do not think that demanding anything of her would be a good idea.

I turn to the last to enter, a man, and I am immediately in love.

He is tall and incredibly handsome, like a legendary king of old. Brown curls and brown hair adorn a skin lightly kissed by the sun. His build is powerful, but it is not the solid weight of the farmer. It is the deadly grace of the duelist.

I feel like I am kneeling before Achilles, or Romulus, such is the presence of this man. I just know he is the one for me. His aura is less cold and somehow familiar, so powerful and yet restrained. I bask in his presence as a strange warmth grows in my belly.

Oh, the shame! Am I to be swayed so easily by somebody I just met? I must not! And yet I know that if this man touches me, I will be undone. I forget my thirst; I forget my discomfort. If he but takes me in his arms, I can die with no regrets.

“…his spawn could communicate, Ogotai, and yet…”

I blink and realize that the noble Lady is talking to the Asian man, Ogotai apparently. What is most curious is that they do not speak English. This language of theirs is mostly sing-song vowels and soft consonants with the occasional guttural sound. I am sure I have never heard anything quite like it and yet I can understand it.

“I assure you that she spoke, Lady Moor.”

I must have day-dreamed again. This lack of attention is so taxing, and now my love must think me daft! I must give my best impression so that he becomes mine forever. I turn to him and use a lull in the conversation, or should I say the harsh reprimand, to address him.

“Greetings.”

All eyes fall on me. No that is not quite right. If I speak English now, they will not think of me as worldly.

“Greetings Lady, and Gentlemen. My name is Ariane. May I ask yours?”

There, concise and polite. My voice cracked mid-sentence, I am filthy and dressed in rags that an orphanage would not take but my manners remain impeccable.

The woman scowls and displays such intense disgust, one would think I am drenched in manure. Without a word, she turns around and leaves the room while covering her nose with a perfumed handkerchief. I would blush in shame and anger if it were not for the man.

He kneels in front of me and I lose myself in the intensity of his liquid eyes. He is smiling, he must be. He is proud of me, I think.

No, hE is SmUg.

No, he is proud of me. He loves me and only wants the best. I love him!

I do nOt. He huRt me.

I love him, and he will be mine forever. The comfortable blanket settles on my mind until only adoration remains. I wait with bated breath for a sentence, a word, anything until I can’t anymore.

I move.

Once more, the chains block me, my face only a few fingers away from the golden skin of his neck. I strain and stretch and the metal moans but, of course, I am too weak to break free. I am only human after all. I cannot bend metal.

Can I?

The man captures my attention and the thirst fades away for a while. The fragrance of his perfume makes me dizzy and at the same time, safe. I am where I belong. By his side. Yes. No. Yes.

He places a single finger under my chin to raise my head until our eyes are level. The touch of his skin sends tiny shivers down my back.

“You will address us as Master.”

“Yes, Master.”

“You will speak only when spoken to.”

I nod in silence. Of course, I will do as he asks.

“You will obey the woman known as Jimena in all things. You will behave properly. Do so, and in three days you may draw our essence, and live.”

I nod frantically. I want to say that I will be good, but I hesitate to talk. The man is done and stands back up before turning to Ogotai. Oh, how I loved it when he was so close. It was everything I expected. It is everything I could dream for.

“Why is my fledgling still in a drone cell, Warden?”

Ogotai’s bow is almost servile, which should be odd on such a man, and yet how can I blame him? Who could stand before this man and call themselves his equal? Surely, even Alexander and Scipio Africanus would find themselves wanting.

The man exits the cell without a look back.

Why did he leave me so? I love him so much, surely, he must see it plainly! I am the one for him! Or am I simply not good enough? Is a landed Lady from Louisiana perhaps too rustic for his tastes?

Perhaps I should GUT THAT GREEN-EYED PAINTED HARLOT AND STRANGLE HER WITH HER OWN ENTRAILS.

Wait.

What was I thinking again?

I can hear a keening whine and soon realize it is coming from my throat. Augh! I need to get a hold of myself. What is wrong with me?

A strange Asian man approaches me with a silver key. Ah yes, Ogotai. He was here earlier. He is to take me out of the cell and…Do what?

Ah yes, I finally remember. I am to obey that wonderful man. My love. No, AboMinAtion. Love. I remember his orders. I am to remain silent unless spoken to. I am to obey Jimena in all things. I am to behave properly.

I will do so, since he asked this of me, and he is so irresistible. I just hope there will be something to drink. I am dying of thirst.

“Aw!” I cry.

The manacles drop on the ground with a surprisingly loud clang and take with them a layer of skin. I look at my now free wrists. The horror! I am flayed! The flesh is raw and thick with black blood!

Convinced I am about to retch I move forward and yet, nothing happens. I do not feel nauseous at the sight of those unsightly wounds. They are most certainly infected and will quite likely scar!

Oh, the humanity! Shall I have to bear the stigma of my captivity for the rest of my life?

“Come out, slowly.”

I take a staggering step forward. I feel weak and light-headed. I pray they have water somewhere.


Chapter 2: Jimena

I seethe.

The Asian man stares at me with a mixture of disgust and caution, and I cannot help but feel offended. Of course, I would not look proper dressed in rags and filthy like a coal merchant! The audacity of my captors is simply incredible.

I finally leave my cell to the sight of a short corridor of the same stone. A single torch provides enough illumination to see everything clearly, which surprises me a bit. The passage is dotted with what I believe to be murder holes. How very quaint. I must have collapsed and been magically transported to some Scotsman’s demesne.

Ogotai locks the door behind me and I move forward, quite eager to be away from this dreary place. As I am about to reach the second door, the naked blade of a saber taps my shoulder.

“Hold. Move to the side.”

I turn around with outrage, although I remain silent. How dare he draw a blade on me? The master said I was to obey Jimena and he is not her.

HE HAS NO RIGHT TO GIVE ME ORDERS, I WILL TEACH HIM THE MEANING OF PAIN AND—

A hand grabs my raggedy shirt and propels me into the wall.

He threw me like a doll!

My back hits the rock and explodes in blinding pain. My head follows suit and my teeth rattle from the impact. Agony radiates in every bone, only exacerbating the discomfort I am already in.

“Ah!”

His hand drills my chest in the wall. My bones creak and groan under his abuse. I frantically scratch his arms so that he lets me go but I stop when I feel a metallic cold against my neck.

“Agh!”

“I will have no attitude from you, fledgling.”

There are red spots on his sleeve. It seems that, in my panic, I scratched him bloody. My nails are dark as black pearls, and quite sharp to boot. When did that happen?

The blade of his weapon leaves my neck and its tip buries under my chin until I start yelling. Oh God, what have I done to deserve such treatment? Why must they be so cruel? It hurts!

“Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes!” I whimper.

How I hate to debase myself, but what can one do against such wanton brutality?

Slowly, the man lets me go, although his blade remains drawn. I stay still and massage my poor shoulders. Terror starts creeping into my mind and awakens primal instincts. I want to run, but I cannot. The door is locked. I do not even know where to go.

Ogotai patiently works his set of keys and I finally walk out to another stone tunnel. This one, however, is different.

It appears that my jail is but one of many. Several blocks made with thick walls cover most of the area, lit by the occasional torch. Each cell has four walls and a passage that would allow the wardens to circle it completely.

The murder holes I noticed let visitors look inside the corridor and, I assume, shoot through them as well. I do not know what manner of beast is normally held here, but I would complain about being treated that way, were it in my power to do so.

The Asian man guides me through the labyrinth of passages to a massive door made of the same silvery metal as my shackles. He pushes it open with little effort. How strong can this man be?

I walk up a set of stairs to several landings with more doors, but Ogotai does not let me stop. Eventually, we cross one last metal gate and finally emerge into a proper building.

And what a building it is.

I want to take a deep breath and celebrate being out of this accursed hole in the ground, yet I find myself at a loss. Who in their right mind would spend the fortune required for something like this?

A hallway spreads to my right and left to an intersection and a dead-end, respectively.

Closed doors alternate with subdued alcoves supported by Doric columns. The ground is made of marble and the walls of pink granite. Tapestries and paintings hang everywhere, leaving an impression of subdued elegance.

Never in a thousand years would I suspect that such a place exists in the Americas! I believe I would need to cross the Atlantic, to Buckingham or Versailles, to find a match for this gaudy display.

And the owners of this place have me at their mercy.

I shiver once more. I thought I had seen wealth, how naïve I was! These people are no rakes and outlaws out for a quick ransom and a ride West. Why, were I to escape and come across a lawman, who would he believe? A filthy waif or the masters of this place? My testimony would be the ramblings of a madwoman.

What have I gotten myself into?

The excitement offered me a moment of clarity, as if external stimulus could lift the veil upon my mind but soon enough, I find it hard to focus again. Why did I want to escape? I want to see that man again; it is my heart’s fondest desire.

Ogotai leads me up another set of stairs and down another corridor. We come across a man in a suit that would leave him drenched in sweat if he were to step outside, a pair of women in maid outfits who exude a pleasant smell, and a slip of a girl in a white dress.

Every time we pass someone, Ogotai holds my neck and forces my head down so that I cannot meet their eyes, not that I need much encouragement. My embarrassment is reason enough.

Finally, the warden leaves those endless alleys and forces me into a bedroom. Before I can even start to panic, he bids me to get cleaned and slams the door shut.

Once again, I take stock. The room itself is rather small, which is only sensible as there are so many of them. It is also lavishly decorated in shades of red and gold. Whoever designed the baroque hallways clearly extended his influence on my new lodgings.

The bed has four posters and takes the entire middle of the room with a writing desk and a chair lining the side wall. The living space is partitioned by white panels and I find a copper tub on the other side, as well as amenities and another surprise. This place has hot running water.

I prepare a bath and rid myself of that vile potato bag I was wearing to slide in the bath with a sigh of pleasure.

I do not know if I should attribute how I feel to my previous ordeals or the state of my body, but the very act of washing myself has never been so pleasant.

Water caresses my skin with its silky touch as the heat of the liquid seeps into me, to my delight. I could almost forget how thirsty I am. Oh, how silly, there is now water to be found! What was I waiting for?

I bring the warm liquid from the tap to my lips and take in a hasty gulp and I know without a doubt that, unfortunately, it will not do. How strange! Is it the symptom of some disorder? Well, I will think upon it later.

When did my skin turn so white?

Summer reached Louisiana a few weeks ago and I remember a light, but distinct tan, and yet now I look as pale as a Canuck. My nails are also black and quite sharp, which I cannot explain. One more mystery to add upon the pile.

Or perhaps I should realize whAt I haVe beCome why I do not feel hunger?

Wait, there are more urgent matters to attend. I must be presentable. If that warden comes in while I am still undressed, I shall surely die of embarrassment. There is only so much humiliation a proper Lady can tolerate in a single day.

I scrub myself vigorously and enjoy every moment of it. After drying myself, I find undergarments and a simple linen dress on the desk, which I promptly don. They do not fit me, exactly and are a bit tight around the waist, and yet I find I care little.

It feels so nice to be decent again, and the sensation of soft fabric on my skin is simply divine. I luxuriate in it until I am disturbed by an insistent knock.

I open the door to see two men outside. Ogotai stares me down without emotion, the other man is younger and dressed as a servant.

My thirst surges at the scent of him. Such an intoxicating perfume! Before I can lean forward, Ogotai’s hand grabs my neck once more. Ah! Must this man irritate me so! I want to CLAW HIM APART LIKE THE CUR HE IS!

“Fledgling.”

I force myself to swallow. I do not want a repeat of the cell scene. Those ruffians made it clear they would resort to violence given the opportunity. Except that handsome gentleman of course.

“You will cease when ordered.”

The servant looks at me with undisguised fear. His chocolate eyes are fixed on my smile as he starts blabbering in some unknown language I care not about. His attempt at retreating is stopped by the Warden’s steel grip on his neck and only serves to whet my maddening Thirst. It bites into my chest and drills into my mind, demanding satisfaction. Nothing matters but that merciless craving.

How peculiar, the sight of a terrified man makes me…giddy? And even more thirsty? This abduction has made me a moNster. What? No, this ordeal made me a little bit hysterical. Yes. Just a little tense. Nothing to it.

I chuckle as I grab the man firmly between my arms, and then as he vainly tries to push me away. I am still laughing when his eyes meet mine and grow unfocused.

I sigh as I take in the musk of his terror, with just a touch of desire. Scrumptious. I smile as my fangs puncture the skin of his neck and I can finally, FINALLY, slake this godforsaken Thirst.

Rapture, again.

I am transported, I am ravished, I am undone.

If there is one way to transcend time and space, this is it. No dervish and no prophet, no shaman and no mage would come close to this divine experience. Not with all the incense and prayers of the world.

I love it, love it, love it.

A piercing pain brings me back into the real world. The warden’s clawed fingers dig into the muscles of my neck, forcing my jaw open inch by inch. The young servant is dragged away, still mesmerized by God knows what.

“NooOooOoo.”

“Fledgling.”

I swallow as the pain turns my vision white. I stop moving. This is just too much.

“You will lick the wound closed. Do it now.”

With the tip of my tongue, I manage to clean the precious nectar from the young man’s skin even as the trickle stops. I waste not a drop. Eventually, Ogotai pulls him away further and he collapses against the wall in a daze. The expression on his face is content, for some unknown reason. I, however, am not. I need more.

MUCH MORE.

“Aaaiiii!” I cry.

Ogotai’s hand does not relent. His other arm, now free, forces my own in a lock behind my back. I arch myself to prevent the agony from becoming too much. I barely struggle against his hold. My frustration is no match for the constant pain and the prospect of dislocation.

The horrible Thirst finally abates. It retreats into the recess of my mind like a wary tiger, pacified but not gone.

I am myself again.

Wait, what just occurred?

I cannot recall.

Something to do with nourishment.

Ogotai pushes me away and I fall on the bed. With a yelp and scramble I am upright again. I am not so innocent as to not understand the implication of being in a bedroom with a man and the Warden makes me wary.

Fortunately, my apprehension was unfounded this time. Ogotai bends to the servant to, I assume, check on his well-being. Apparently satisfied, he stands back up and bids me follow him.

We leave the room and I do my best to keep up with the tall stranger. Torpor once more makes my limbs heavy and my mind weary, yet I refuse to yield.

We descend back to what I assume is the ground floor and shortly reach a thick set of gates made out an essence of wood I do not recognize. Ogotai opens one with ease and shoves me in.

The room I find myself in is, without a doubt, a training room. It is an extremely wide rectangle surrounded by an unadorned wall of grey stone, well-lit by lanterns placed high on the walls. Racks of weapons line my left, targets, my right, and the far wall is adorned with benches.

I am surprised to see that the ground is stone covered by a layer of sand, reminding me of this illustration of the coliseum I once saw in a book. Why, if a lion and a gladiator were to strut in to the sound of a brass horn, I would not even bat an eye.

The only person present besides us is a woman with black curls tied in a bun. I cannot decide whether she shocks me or impresses me more.

Her face is handsome, rather than beautiful due to an unfortunately squarish jaw and yet she exudes an aura of gentle grace that is only enhanced by a scandalously fitting leather armor. Her appearance makes me once again question my sanity.

I know that Napoleon’s “Cuirassiers” would ride into battle with a steel breastplate, but she looks more like a poacher than a soldier and besides, the gentler sex should not dress so, it is just not proper.

She ignores us as we approach until there can be no doubt that we come to address her. With a frown, she sheathes the blade she had been cleaning and turns to us.

Her cold aura is as strong as Ogotai’s yet more refined, and I believe she’S oNe of thEm, I mean I believe it is the source of her self-confidence. Is she an Amazon, to stand here before that man without fear? I surmise that some horrible accident befell me, and I am now in the thrall of some potent concoction that causes me to hallucinate.

“Squire.”

“Courtier”, she replies with a sneer.

There is a flash of anger on Ogotai’s twisted face, quickly hidden.

“You are to induct this fledgling while her master addresses the more important matter of the conclave.”

“What kind of master would bring a fledgling here? Is she so flawed that she cannot be left unattended?”

“You may relay your concerns to Lord Nirari. I am sure he will be delighted to hear your objections, squire. The order is passed. I bid you farewell.”

And with this, Ogotai turns around and leaves us both stranded. I harbor some hope that this person would take pity in my plight, but those expectations are too soon dashed.

The disgust on her face reminds me of Lady Moor’s, only hers is laced with fury. I instinctively take a step back.

A sense of danger dissipates my lethargy and I realize that the Warden set the stage masterfully so that there is no chance that I would find a friend here.

I still do not understand what is happening. My mind is barely working. I am a woman playing an intricate card game without having been taught its rules and I am even forbidden from asking for help.

The woman seems to resolve herself to the situation and gestures for me to join her next to a rack. I gaze at rows upon rows of medieval weapons, including some that must have come from barbarian kingdoms.

Never have I laid my eyes on so many bladed, pointy, and blunt instruments, coming in all shapes and sizes. One is just a chain, with a blade at the end, and I simply cannot fathom how that could be a sensible weapon.

We both stop and she looks at me expectantly.

I have no idea what to do.

Does she expect me to pick a weapon myself?

“Well?”

I feel panic rising in my chest. Eager not to displease the harridan, I desperately look for something to defend myself and I find it. I grab it and hold it protectively before me.

“That is a shield.”

I nod in approval. Obviously, it is.

“Are you provoking me, fledgling? Can you even talk?”

“Yes, sorry, yes I can talk, and no I am not trying to provoke you.” 

“And what, pray tell, can you wield?”

I do not remember much, but I do know for sure that my…father? Yes, my father, whose very face I cannot recall, would have never allowed me to take up fencing. Wielding a blade is so unladylike.

Louisiana is already the dumping ground for France’s debtors, whores, and scoundrels. There is no need for us landowners to act as savages as well.

With that said, I did hunt for fur and meat, and there are enough escaped slaves to make leaving the plantation without weapon a foolish endeavor.

“I am a good shot with a flintlock rif -agh!” 

The woman’s face turns into a mask of rage. She grabs me by the collar and in a seamless gesture, throws me across the room.

My mind blanks.

The world turns and twists before my eyes. I land, painfully, on my shoulder, and still I slide on the ground.

Eventually, I stop against a machine.

A second later, I hear the crash of my shield against a distant wall.

Pain steals my breath away. I cannot think.

It.

Hurts.

“AaaAAAaa!”

I do not know how much time I spend here, sobbing hunched on myself. Everything hurts, I am so tired, and I am still thirsty.

Why?

Why why why why why?

Something cold pokes my ribs painfully. I open an eye to see that evil hag looking down. She uses a dull training sword as a poker. Oh, why, why must she be so cruel?

“Well fledgling, let me see you fire that rifle of yours.”

“I…”

“What are you waiting for?”

And she stabs me.

The tip of the sword pierces into my chest, not enough to kill me but enough to hurt.

This new agony only adds to the old one and I go over the edge. I cannot do this anymore. Their cruel games, their pointless aggression, their cold demeanor.

I did not ask to be here, ridiculed and humiliated at every turn. Abused. Tortured. And for what? What sinister game are they all playing, that they do not deem me even worthy of knowing the rules? I just want it to be over, I just want to die.

Papa, please come save me, I can’t take this anymore.

And so, I bawl like a baby. Sobs wrack my body and tears stream down my face.

I wait for the armored hellion to continue her abuse, crying all the while, and yet it does not come.

A pair of hands picks me up gently and sets me against the stupid mannequin. I keep my eyes closed in terror.

A finger brushes my chin and holds my face up.

After a few seconds, I dare open my eyes.

The woman’s face is frighteningly close to mine. She stares at my cheeks with wonder.

“Fledgling, I have a request.”

“Huh?”

“Can I please lick your tears?”

“W…Wha?” 

Is this woman entirely insane? This request is completely senseless! And yet, there is suddenly a longing on her face so powerful and so pure that my breath catches in my chest.

“Please! Please, I beg you.”

My instincts tell me that she speaks the truth, as unlikely as it seems. It is all so very surreal that I find myself speechless. Is this the same person who tossed me across the room like a ragdoll?

I must decide and against my better judgement, I agree.

I close my eyes as she slowly leans forward. A cold slip moves across my skin and I force myself not to yelp. This new sensation is so strange and yet so intimate that I dare not move.

The cold tongue traces the other side of my face. Immediately, I hear a gasp and a sob. I open my eyes once more to witness a spectacle that defies common sense.

The woman, whose posture had been so flawless before is now sobbing before me. A pink tinge colors her and as I watch she slowly collapses forward.

A protective impulse guides my left hand to the back of her head. I pat it in a soothing gesture. Her black curls are the softest thing I have ever touched.

She tenses, at first, but soon she leans into my gesture and for a moment, we just lie here.

My pain fades away quickly. Was I wounded? No, probably not.

I let my arm fall. This feels so delightful. I believe I may just fall asleep right now.

I blink. The amazon is looking at me with her usual frigid mask. Have I dreamt the whole encounter? Surely not, why, her skin is still rosy.

“Fledgling.”

I gulp in fear.

“Do you know who I am?”

I shake my head, too scared to cause another bout of mindless rage.

“I am Jimena, squire of clan Cadiz and quartermaster for this underkeep.”

“Can you understand anything I said?”

“You are Jimena.”

She sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose.

“How old are you, exactly?”

“I am nineteen.”

She frowns.

“I had not heard about Lord Nirari siring a fledgling, especially not one that could talk. What has he taught you then?”

“Who?”

“Lord Nirari, your Master.”

“I do not know that man.”

“What do you mean? You are his, I saw your fangs.”

I silently gape at the woman. Fangs? Master? I am dealing with a raving lunatic!

“Unless…No! “

Jimena looks at me in utter disbelief.

“Did you happen to meet a tall man with brown eyes and brown hair recently? Dark, imposing?”

“And incredibly handsome,” I reply with a dreamy voice. “Yes, and he did tell me to call him Master. Is his name Nirari?”

“Yes, and when, exactly, did you see him first?”

“Why, this very morning, in my cell!”

Jimena appears increasingly agitated, and I still cannot say whether I am mad, or she is. At the very least I learnt the name of my kiLl…my Master. Nirari, such an exotic name. Perhaps one day it can be mine as well.

“Fledgling?”

“Hmm?”

“I need you to tell me the truth.”

“Oh I will, the Master told me to obey you in all things.”

“I see. Well, please do tell, is your earliest memory of that very same cell?”

“Yes! Oh my G…” I cough, my throat suddenly obstructed. Jimena winces in sympathy. 

“Yes. I woke up there yesterday. Or at least I think it was yesterday. It is hard to tell the passing of the time without sun or the clock.” 

“Yesterday? YESTERDAY!?”

“Yes?”

“And you feel as if your mind fails you, as if your memories were hidden behind a veil?”

“Yes!” Finally, someone who understands my plight! Oh, I could cry in relief!

Instead of answers though, Jimena just stands and starts pacing.

“Is it some sort of affliction?”

“Yes. Yes, it is. You will also notice the paleness, the sharp nails. And the Thirst.”

“Does it get better?”

Jimena stops pacing and stares into the distance.

“No…no, it does not.”

I wait patiently for her to elaborate. I can learn more about my circumstances from her, provided I do not agitate her further. I hope she hurries, as I find myself more and more eager to return to my bedroom. Perhaps there I shall find something to drink.

“What is your name, do you remember?”

“Yes. Ariane.”

“Well met, Ariane. Has Lord Nirari mentioned a ceremony?”

“He said that if I do well, I may draw his essence in three days and live.”

Jimena mutters to herself, and I unfortunately manage to hear what she says. The woman can swear like a sailor!

“Well, young Ariane, you find yourself in a delicate situation. However, you gave me something quite rare, and something that can only be gifted, not taken. Powerful emotions are such a precious thing. For that I am grateful and shall endeavor to assist you.”

She helps me up.

“You are afflicted, yes, and I am sorry to say that there is no cure.”

“What? I…I have never heard of such a disease! And is that why I am your captive? Because of this condition?”

“Indeed. You may consider the veil over your mind as a sort of anesthetic that will shield it during the transition.”

“But…I don’t want to-”

“Shh” she says, “’tis a terrible thing, I know, yet you are still Ariane. Always remember, that you are still your own.”

“Y-yes, I am Ariane. I am my own.”

I stagger forward.

“Ah, you must be exhausted. Rest on my shoulder, that I may guide you to a room.”


Chapter 3: False Haven

My best friend locks arms with me as we walk the streets of New-Orleans. Already the sun creeps past the horizon and the dying light paints the cobblestone red. How fearless we are, two young women, out, with no chaperones!

“It is so good that you came amiga, for alone I would never have dared!”

“Think nothing of it, Constanza. I have a good reason to attend this ball as well. It is said that lady Le Moyne opened a distillery in Haiti and has an eye for business. It is truly fortuitous that she is there tonight, and I would be unwise to miss such an occasion.”

Blond locks brush my shoulder and I find myself staring in a pair of laughing chestnut eyes.

“Ah my poor Ariane, is it always business with you? You should keep an eye open for a husband instead. Then he can open that distillery you crave, while we spend our days in merriment!”

“Psssh! Licentious woman, you shall not tempt me so! And besides, men cannot be trusted. Even Papa said so.”

“Ah amiga, your Papa is not here tonight, and truly I understand now, that I have to find you suitors of a more mature kind.”

“Whatever do you mean?!”

“Hahaha, fret not amiga, and look! Here is a new contender!”

I follow my best friend’s direction to the entrance of the manse, only to recoil in terror. In front of the double door stands a monster out of the grisliest tale.

It stands taller than any man. Its skin is white as the moon and it is completely hairless. Eyes the color of the abyss drill into my soul. I want to run; I try to run but I am paralyzed. My best friend holds my arm in a death grip. A deep gash mars her pretty face and her eyes take on a mad glint.

“No, do not leave, he is the one just for you. A perfect match, for one who tries to reach above her station.”

I cannot move, I cannot even blink. I am forced to watch as the monster steps closer. It grabs my head and exposes my throat. The last thing I see are eight merciless fangs.
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I wake up in a bedroom that is not my own. Memories slowly come back to me and I find myself in a turmoil. I have some hope now that I found an ally in Jimena, and yet I have little doubt that she speaks the truth.

I am indeed afflicted by some unknown condition. The realization almost crushes my spirit and for a while, I sit under the velvet canopy, too stunned to move. It does not last though for Jimena bids me join her and I must obey.

I stand and make myself ready. The ill-fitting dress I wore yesterday is still clinging to my body. A few drops of blood have stained the front and back, yet I do not recall being wounded. Curious.

This specific guestroom is similarly equipped as the previous one, so I quickly take another bath after making sure the door is locked. It takes all my willpower not to luxuriate in the sensual feeling of warm water on my skin, despite how thirsty I am.

After drying myself, I find that someone left a strange looking grey ensemble by the entrance. I put it on. To my surprise, it is extremely comfortable, with the notable exception of the area around my, hmm, posterior, which is too tight.

Nevertheless, it does not limit my range of movement in any way. What a great find! Oh, if only I could wear this in polite society, but it has trousers, and this simply will not do.

Difficulty strikes when I try to sort the bird's nest that my hair has become. There is not a mirror in sight! How do they expect a Lady to show her best without a mirror to attend to herself I wonder? Does Lady Moor…oh. She probably has servants of some sort.

Fortunately, my hair easily parts under my tAloNs fingers, and I believe I am at least somewhat presentable. They do not expect me to appear in polite society in any case!

With everything done, I leave.

Fortunately, it does not take me long to find the training room. I take the stairs down and wander a bit until I find the double doors.

During this, I only come across one maid who avoids my eyes as she rushes by. She has an enticing scent, but I do not let it distract me. I am, after all, expected. I only hope that Jimena has something to drink, this Thirst is killing me.

I find her at a table, cleaning an elaborate fencing foil. Next to her is a short and stocky woman in a peasant dress. She has short black hair and stares at me with a frown and worried black eyes.

As I come closer, I realize she smells divine, why, I just cannot stop myself-

Jimena halts me with a hand on my shoulder.

“Oh, sorry, where are my manners! Good morning Jimena, and you as well madam. Hmm, it is morning, isn’t it?”

Jimena returns my greeting with a nod and a smile.

“Not quite. This is Aintza, she is a retainer for the Cadiz clan.”

“Oh, greetings Aintza.”

The woman does not answer. Instead, she nervously swallows, and I find myself fascinated by the movement of her neck. Such a pretty neck, so very fetching.

“Ariane.”

“Hm?”

“I need your attention. Look at me.”

I turn to her and realize she is much closer than I am comfortable with. She takes my hands in hers. Her skin is soft and cool.

“Do you want to get closer to Aintza?”

“Yes.”

“Are you feeling thirsty?”

“Yes, quite so. It is almost unbearable.”

“Close your eyes. Good. Now, I want you to think about a place where you are safe. The safest place you know.”

“But I do not remember my past…”

“Your mind does not, but your heart can. Do you remember what I told you yesterday?”

“I am mine. I will always be mine.”

“Good. Let your heart speak, Ariane. You are safe. You can see around you. What do you see?”

“I-I don’t know. I am so very thirsty. I just NEED A FEW DROPS FROM—”

“No! Stop! Good. It will work better because you are thirsty. Now, try again.”

At first, I find the entire exercise silly.

Why, it feels like one of these hogwash meditation exercises those charlatans claim can cure blindness? Jimena, however, does not relent. She guides me with a soothing voice.

When the Thirst becomes too much, she grabs my neck in a firm hold and it helps me remain in control.

Eventually, I feel it.

On the edge of the sugar cane fields stands a log cabin. It is barely large enough for a single bed, a chest and a small fire pit. It was never meant to be lived in. It is merely a shelter, unadorned and unpolished. The only thing that matters is that it is safe.

I drag myself up on the straw mattress. It smells like soap and sunshine and I know I can wait here for him to return. A cool wind rustles the trees outside and carries the smell of rain on fresh soil.

Now that the weather is better, he will come back shortly and hopefully bring me something to drink. In the meanwhile, I will just hug Mr. Scruffybear. Mr. Scruffybear is such a gentleman.

“Good. Now, does it not smell so nice?”

“Yes.”

“Good, now lick it.”

I lick something exquisite. It must be the world’s very best bonbon. Someone moans in pleasure, and I know I should be shocked but cannot make myself care.

“Good, it will turn the pain to pleasure, and now, just follow your instincts.”

I bit down delicately. Something soft and warm parts under my teeth like the sweetest of fruits, and once again the delicious nectar comes to sate the Thirst.

Rapture.

It is so good, so very good.

And yet, it feels duller, somehow. It does not compare to before.

There is a partition between the feeling and my conscious mind. I am enjoying myself, but part of me also sits in the bed of my cabin with Mr. Scruffybear.

“Slow down and listen.”

I can hear mostly two things. The first is a woman moaning most shamefully. I am not too naïve not to understand that she…

Hah, I cannot even make myself finish the thought.

The second is a heartbeat, and it has been beating increasingly faster.

“The heartbeat is too fast. When it is so, you must stop. Stop now.”

I do so immediately. The Thirst has abated enough that the urge is no longer so pressing. I also remember my Master’s instructions. I must obey Jimena in all things.

“Excellent. Now lick the wound clean.”

I do so. I am overcome by a feeling of strong intimacy and were it not for my strange state, I believe I would be blushing.

A moment later, I open my eyes. Jimena is holding Aintza in a princess carry. I dare not mention how inappropriate this all is, not to mention Aintza’s rosy cheeks! Why, if someone were to come right now, I would surely die of embarrassment!

“Ariane.”

“Yes? Hrm.”

“Do you know what just happened?”

“Hmm, you told me to find a safe place, which I did, and then…”

I frown in confusion. What happened then? I cannot seem to recall.

“I do not remember. Is it this accursed affliction?”

“Yes. Do not worry, the veil in your mind will be lifted when you next meet your Master, or so he said.”

“Oh, this cannot come soon enough…” I reply in a dreamy voice. Before I can embarrass myself further, Jimena turns around with a sad smile.

“You should not be too hasty. Not all knowledge is good to take. Ah, I am not good at this. Stay here while I bring Aintza to safety. As you wait, I want you to remember that safe place you found. When you suffer from the Thirst, or when you quench it, you may find it again. This is important Ariane. If you must remember but one thing, remember this.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

Jimena leaves and I am left alone. I can already feel that call of torpor even though I must have awakened not an hour ago. To distract myself, I inspect the training dummies.

I am simply astonished when I realize that some of those are automatons! How wealthy must those lords and ladies be, that they can afford such intricate machinery for such a trivial task? I can only assume that they are from Europe, for duels are still a way to resolve a dispute among nobles.

My musings are interrupted by the sound of the door opening and closing behind me. I turn from my inspection to greet a returning Jimena and instead recoil in surprise.

There are now two people in the room, only a few steps from me, and I have never seen them in my life.

How can they already be so close?! It is impossible! Unless…

I blink.

What was I thinking about? Hmmm. It matters not. There are people in front of me and I haven’t greeted them yet.

I curtsy, even though I do not wear a dress. Master told me to sTop RunNing to behave, and I shall do so.

And I wait.

The woman on the left is wearing a richly embroidered cream gown with green eyes and shockingly red hair. She is extremely beautiful, and both her aura and her posture remind me of Lady Moor. A younger Lady Moor at least. Perhaps a relative?

The black-haired man on the right is dressed in an assorted cream jacket that went out of fashion a century ago, and yet I would never call him on it.

With his chiseled jaw and handsome face, he would be at home as a Shakespearian actor in the fanciest theaters of London. His own aura is blander, yet similar to that of his companion. While she is sneering, he appears to be a victim of the most dire form of boredom. His blue eyes dismiss me almost immediately.
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I have not grown to the age of nineteen without learning how to spot trouble. Whatever they want, I must delay it until Jimena returns without drawing their ire. And so, I remain silent.

Time is on my side, and the newcomers know it too. The woman’s sneer turns into a scowl as the first round goes to me.

“We came to see the latest spawn. Tell me, spawn, do you even speak?”

Jimena, I beseech you, wherever you are, come back with all haste!

“Are you referring to me?”

“Obviously! Who else do you see in this pathetic hovel?”

I must thread the needle between aggression and passivity. Too meek, and she will escalate. Too witty, and she will retaliate. I let silence draw for as long as I dare before continuing.

“In case you were still waiting for an answer, yes, I can speak. Is that so surprising?”

“It is. Lord Nirari seldom chooses them sharp, you see, he prefers to go for…other attributes.”

What is it with everyone expecting me to be a simpleton!?

“Although this time he may have made an exception.” She says, eyeing me critically.

Does she expect me to lose my composure so easily?

“Are you perhaps related to Lady Moor?”

It appears that I hit the mark. Her face freezes and her eyes turn calculating.

The man’s head turns to the door and he voices a warning.

“Melusine…” 

She continues, unfazed.

“And why do you believe that?”

“You have all the bark but none of the class.”

I COULD NOT RESIST, HAHAHAHA!

Oops.

“You DARE!”

She was just waiting for an excuse. She moves, and I can see it. Something sings in my veins like the leftover of a good dream, and so, I move as well. I go to grab her backhand and manage to catch her fist.

This was a terrible idea.

She is not quite fast, but the strength behind her strike is unthinkable. I am launched through the air as if I weighed nothing.

By chance, I manage to roll on the ground without hurting myself too much. Her power is truly inhuman! If her backhand had landed, I would have had to collect my molars from the farthest door. How can a slip of a girl like her…

Wait, what was I thinking? I do not know; I know however that I am in danger.

I grunt and pull myself on my knees. I somehow ended up between two of those automatons.

“Time is short, Melusine.” says the man, as impassive as ever.

Melusine strides towards me, wearing on her face the promise of pain. Their urgency must come from Jimena’s imminent return; therefore, I only need to stall for a few moments.

I am, however, spent.

This affliction has sapped my strength. My limbs are heavier than they were a minute ago. I will not be able to fight her. I will not be able to escape. In desperation, I do something that I can only attribute to my addled mind. I catch the side of the nearest automaton and pull its lever.

At best, I was expecting the dummy to rotate and buy me a few moments. Instead, the unthinkable happens.

A complex imprint flashes in the automaton’s chest and basks it in crimson. It shudders and steps down from its wooden support, and then it stretches four arms ending in wicked blades. Its eyeless head finds the closest moving target, Melusine.

I am too stunned to move. Sorcery! Sorcery of the vilest sort!

I barely notice the man pulling his astonished companion behind himself, when a voice sweeps the room in one mighty roar.

“HOLD!”

Jimena walks in with the confidence of a lioness. Her eyes find the dummy, which moved a bit forward for some reason and then settles on Melusine with an amused sneer.

“It is good to see clan Lancaster attempt to remedy their abysmal lack of martial prowess. With that said, you could just have asked me instead of scurrying around the proving grounds like rats.”

“Watch your mouth, Squire.”

I jump as both doors shut without any visible intervention.

“You should take your own advice.”

A heavy silence falls in the room as Jimena closes the distance with the two outsiders. Before she can reach them, the man takes a step forward and offers a formal bow.

“Squire Jimena, it appears that we have come here by mistake. Perhaps you would consent to open the door?”

Jimena stops and considers for a while.

“You will leave the Fledgling alone while she is in my care.”

“Very well.”

Is that all? After all of this, they are free to leave?

WE SHOULD CUT THEIR LEGS AT THE KNEES AND MAKE THEM CRAWL ON THEIR STUMPS!

No, it is a perfectly reasonable outcome for this farce, and I am delighted to see the back of them.

They leave without a word.

“I suppose I should start to train you to defend yourself.” The woman sighs after the gates close. 

“With all due respect, Jimena, I think not” I respectfully disagree. “I need to understand who those people are, and the reason for their animosity. Why, when we first met, were you not goaded into attacking me by Ogotai?” 

Jimena flinches.

“You are correct, young Ariane. Ah, but I am bad at this. Where should I even begin?”

“You could start by telling me why I am a fledgling and you a Squire, and why does Lady Moor despise me so.”

Jimena stops to consider, then quickly nods in assent.

“Very well, but please bear in mind that I will remain intentionally vague, lest your mind obfuscates some of the information.”

“I assumed that I would be unable to learn more about the affliction until I meet my master once more.”

“Indeed. Now, to begin. Newly turned…Afflicted, start off as drones. They are mindless and pitiful creatures who only react to obey their master’s voices. Most remain in that sorry state for a few weeks at most. Others never move past it.”

I shiver in disgust, what a dreadful fate!

“When drones recover enough of a sense of self, they receive, ahem, their Master assists them, and they become fledgling, as you are. A fledgling is essentially a young afflicted.”

“Jimena, my dear, are you not mistaken? I have not yet received that help you mentioned! Am I still a drone?”

“Yes, and no. Someone who has reconstituted a sense of self is always treated as a fledgling. Receiving help is but a formality.”

“What if—”

“No, Ariane, do not think of it. Your Master will assist you when the time has come."

“He told me to behave…And I—”

“Did not roll over and bend to Lancaster curs. Worry not, Ariane.”

“Thank you, Jimena.”

She graces me with one of her rare smiles.

“Ah, what a refreshing young lady, but let us continue. Once a Fledgling is deemed an adult, after a few dec—after some time—”

Did Jimena almost say decades? Surely my ears deceive me, I would not want to wait until my hair grows grey to emancipate! Not that it matters, as soon as I may, I shall go home.

“—they become Courtiers. This title is earned by the grace of their clan and is universally recognized by the others. They are a sign of, shall we say, maturity. Those two from before, Melusine and Lambert, are Courtiers.

Those who, ah, master their affliction become Masters. Masters do not need the recognition of their clans. Their rank is obvious.

Masters who control a territory and displayed peculiar skills are often called Lords. Above them are the clan sovereigns and their councils, and we will address this later.”

“What about Squires?”

“Ah yes. Knights are the military arms of the clans. They are trained and deployed by a separate Order and enjoy some measure of autonomy. Squires are Knights in Training, as well as disgraced Knights.”

Jimena looks at me expectantly. I can tell this is a test of my personality. I have known the woman for only two days, and I can already tell that she is honest and straightforward, perhaps a bit too straightforward.

“When Ogotai, and later Melusine addressed you as Squire, they meant it as a slight, did they not?”

“Correct. They riled me up on purpose and I fell for it.”

She steps forward and I recoil. My reaction hurts her, I can tell.

“Jimena, I am sorry, I…”

“Do not apologize, Ariane. I raised my hand against you yesterday. I only have myself to blame for your apprehension. I shall now explain to you why your situation is so precarious. Ah, where to begin. Hm. We are currently in Louisiana.”

I have not been moved to a forsaken corner of the earth, at least.

“This region has changed hands quite a few times. As a result, a smattering of people now live here: the original Chitimacha, Choctaw and Coushatta, the French and Canadian French, the Spaniards, Africans and now the Anglos.

Usually, clans do not mix, and those unique circumstances have required some level of adjustment. You see, clans are quite territorial.”

I almost scoff at the thought. Why would diseased people be territorial, and why include savages and slaves in the decision process? Unthinkable.

“The clans who call this place theirs have gathered to negotiate spheres of influence. There were to be four: the Cadiz, the Lancaster, the Roland and the Ekon clans of Spanish, English, French and Guinean gulf origin, respectively.”

“You include slaves in your discussions?” I scoff.

Something flashes in Jimena’s expression.

“Ah yes, I forgot to mention. We…Afflicted, do not care for each other’s skin color. You would do well to remember it.”

“Well! How very…progressive of you.”

“You will understand why, in due time. For now, I expect you to treat others with respect, no matter their race and gender. It is for your own good.”

“Understood Jimena”.

I will do as she asks; I am to obey her in all things.

“The issue comes from your Master. Lord Nirari is your sponsor, so to speak. You are affiliated to him no matter what.”

Jimena leads me to a comfortable bench and holds my hands. I find the gesture quite touching coming from the Amazonian woman.

“Lord Nirari is not unlike the sovereign of a clan. He is a bit of a rogue, and his arrival was unexpected. Nevertheless, he was welcomed with utmost courtesy. You see, insulting him is considered an exotic form of suicide.”

My face must reflect my astonishment, for Jimena decides to explain a bit more.

“Your master’s way is that of the ancients. He deems the rules of hospitality sacred, yet every slight is met with ruthless vengeance. He is universally feared and reviled, and his reputation reflects on you.”

“What!” I interrupt, scandalized, “He is A bEasT the very soul of kindness! A gentleman of refinement! How dare they slander him so?”

Jimena does not interrupt my ranting; instead she looks at me with pity. How I wish I could convince her.

“Nevertheless, his reputation is well established, and he is known for, ah, not caring about the fate of his protégés.”

“Jimena, I am so confused. Does he have a clan, or not? Do I?”

“He, well, he is just known as the Devourer, and to my knowledge only one of his Spawns, besides you, still lives. You are the third member of his line."

I…What?

“I am sorry Ariane, your legacy will always be known, Lord Nirari’s afflicted are quite distinctive.”

Her attention flickers to my mouth.

“I do not understand! This makes no sense at all!”

“You will, in time. I am sorry.”

I am too astonished to reply. None of this makes sense. A mysterious disease? Clans and politics? A clan of three?

“Jimena, please, tell me the truth. Am I hysterical? Is this some asylum where the mad are left to live their insanity?”

“Ariane, believe me, you are not insane,”

I am not insane.

“This is a difficult time for you, yet if you are tenacious, and if you display a better political acumen than my own, I am confident that you will thrive.”

“Thrive, I do not want to thrive! I want to go home! I just want to go home…”

I try to hold it but despite my best efforts I start crying.

“Ariane?”

“Yes?”

“May I…may I please drink your tears?”

Nothing that happens in this madhouse can surprise me anymore. I nod in assent, then yelp as Jimena pulls me in her embrace. Before I can react, she licks my cheeks! How daring!

We stay there. I would be otherwise offended at her familiarity and yet I realize how much I owe her.

If what she says is true, and I have no reasons to doubt her words, then my Master is a bit of a pariah. Our acquaintance taints her reputation.

Her honesty and loyalty are costing her and yet she defended me. I can only be thankful that I met her.

“For an afflicted, you cry a lot.”

“Oh, shush!”

I feel so comfortable in her arms. I was already tired before my confrontation with that horrible harridan and now my entire body feels so heavy. I believe I shall take a quick nap.

Just a few minutes.


Chapter 4: The Seed of Discord

The last harmonies of the hymn wash over the pews and the many attendants. The mass is in full swing now, and I can feel that I am a part of something greater than myself as people from all origins unite with one purpose.

I take a deep breath. The church smells like dust and incense, and a unique mix of perfume and sweat that humanity brought here.

The morning sun kisses the little skin I show. I am, after all, in my Sunday best.

Vanity might be a sin, but how I do love that blue dress I wear. It suits me so much. Papa stands next to me and I can tell he is looking at the others, acting as my guard.

The young men who stare will be noted and he will tell me of it. Those who stare too much will be reprimanded later.

A smiling old man in the black cassock of the catholic priests steps in front of us. His genuine smile makes my heart lighter.

Father Armand’s homilies are always so wise and pertinent, much better than that priest from Mobile. What a bore that man was, always screaming about eternal damnation and witches.

“Welcome, everyone, welcome to Mass. I am so pleased to see all of you today. With Easter coming soon, I was about to make my sermon about the dangers of gluttony and over-indulgence. Alas, I received yesterday a meat pie from Mrs. Cantrel and you all know how I abhor hypocrisy!”

I chuckle, like most people present.

“So, I will talk instead about something far less pleasant I’m afraid. It has come to my attention that there have been some scuffles with Mr. Sutton’s parish members. Over the question of religion.”

The mood turns grim.

“Why, I can barely blame you for being confused. I remember myself a loyal subject of King Louis the XVth going out to hunt a pesky snapdragon and when I came back, I was Spanish!”

Once more, we chuckle, the old priest playing us like a fiddle. I do not mind terribly; he is a good man.

“I go make some tea, and I am French again, muchas gracias!”

The Spanish members of the congregation laugh harder, possibly due to father Armand’s atrocious pronunciation.

“And now we have been sold to the United States of America by Napoleon himself. Why, it is no wonder we are all at a loss. I now own more flags than shirts and have considered turning ones into the others. Hehe. Yes. And so it is that our Parish now harbors quite a few Protestants.”

There are more than a few grumbles at the mention of those heretics.

“And yet I ask you this. When Jesus debated with the Pharisees or the Sadducees, did he punch them in the face? Did he throw manure at their women?”

The grumble dies on the spot and quite a few faces redden in shame.

“No, he did not, for he knew that all should have a chance to hear the word of God. We must all remember that we are Christians not because of who we oppose, but because of who we love. I will have no more of this.

“Instead, you will love thy neighbor as is ordered in the Holy Scriptures, for the Protestants are not your enemies, merely people who walk a different path. Nay, the true enemies are demon-worshipping sluts like Ariane here.”

“W…What!?”

“You moaned and squirmed under the Beast like a wanton whore. He took you on the first night and you enjoyed every second of it. Neither Sodom not Gomorrah ever witnessed such a shameful display of lust!”

“What?! No! You’re mistaken. Papa! Tell them!”

“I should have drowned you the day you were born. Look at what you’ve become. You cannot even stand here.”

Smoke erupts from my now blood-stained gown and fire soon follows. I try to run but I am blinded. I fall against a wooden bench and the contact sears my hand. It hurts so much. I roll on the ground, screaming in agony. Angry whispers surround me as the congregation watches me die.

“Here, catin, this should help.”

Father Armand throws water on me but it does not stop the fire. I vanish in a flash of blue light and an ear-piercing shriek.
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I open my eyes to green sheets and a bedpost made from a reddish wood I have never seen before. Another day, another room, and I remember that this is no home. I am, at best, an unwilling guest in a gilded cage.

I still savor the moment. I only have a few minutes of lucidity, of peace, before it comes.

The Thirst.

I do not know much about this affliction. I feel that every time I am told more, the ideas flee through my mind like through a sieve.

Jimena told me that all will be made clear tomorrow when I meet Him again and I do hope it will be so. It cannot be healthy to remain in such a fugue state for an extended period.

I go through my new morning ritual while the craving grows in me. It is a strange thing. The Thirst is not limited to the throat and mouth.

It digs in my chest, my belly and my mind with its needy claws. Every line of thought is derailed, and my feet carry me to the door whenever my attention fails.

No, this cannot last.

I find another grey set, the same as yesterday. It is again quite tight around the hips, and I suspect I am wearing one of Jimena’s spare sets.

As I finish, someone knocks on my door.

As I move to unlock it, I pause. What if it is not my improvised tutor, but the Lancaster shrew and her stooge?

They promised to leave me be. They also did not strike me as people of their words, and they are not the only ones who would do me harm.

It is at this moment that I notice that there is a tiny glass window, no bigger than a thumbnail at the door. I look through it and lo and behold! I can see who is outside with all clarity!

It must be some sort of magnifying glass, or a short telescope, mayhap? I thought running water in every room was a luxury, until now. Why, if their lavatories were encrusted with diamonds I would not be surprised. Speaking of lavatories, why have I not…Hm?

What was I thinking about?

Another knock on the door, more insistent this time, wakes me up from my reverie. I unlock it and greet Jimena.

“Forgive me, dear friend, for my mind is as muddled as ever, and I do pray you brought something to drink. I am parched!”

“And a good day to you too, Ariane,” she replies with a smile, “this is Ricardo, another retainer for clan Cadiz.” She says, and only now do I notice another man.

He is dressed well but soberly. He is tall, with brown eyes and curly brown hair and looks at me not unkindly. I greet him politely, which he returns.

“Buenas tardes, señorita.”

Jimena then bids me let them both in, which is I suppose acceptable since Jimena could be considered a chaperone.

After that comes some more meditation and when we leave, Ricardo stays behind. I feel refreshed and the Thirst releases its hold on me.

“Lord Ceron requested your presence. He is the local head of clan Cadiz and we should attend him now.”

“What? Jimena, surely you jest! This attire…”

I dare not criticize too much since she gave it to me so graciously, however, trousers are indecent, particularly those that are, well, so very tight around the hips.

Jimena notices my discomfort and smiles knowingly while addressing my concerns.

“Fret not, young one. Grey is the color of the knight order and by wearing it you are distancing yourself from the Court. You are claiming neutrality and impartiality, and this can only help you.”

I ponder her words in silence.

“You surprise me Jimena, this is a well-thought statement.”

“Well, I am not so oblivious to the vicissitudes of v…afflicted politics. I usually ignore them. Recent events have forced me to reassess my priorities.”

I suspect that it has to do with her fall from grace and tactfully refrain from asking. In short order, we reach the edge of the many apartments to another set of doors.

It appears that each level contains a square of individual living quarters surrounded on each side by waiting rooms where visitors may gather.

“How many floors does this building have? And why are there no windows?” I ask.

“Only five floors if you count the basement as one. That said, you have seen but one wing of the fortress, there is more on this level than you have had the opportunity to visit. As for the lack of windows, it is for the sake of safety.”

“Hmm.”

“You will…”

“Yes, yes, I will understand in time.”

“One more night and all will be made clear.”

She opens the door to a large boudoir. Comfortable seats are gathered in small groups and other afflicted in fineries mingle there.

We ignore them and reach yet another door. Jimena knocks and, without waiting for an answer, gets in.

We enter an antechamber of modest size. The furniture and decorations are of the same Baroque style as everything else I have seen since leaving the dungeon.

This place has been designed for people to stay as opposed to living. An oaken chest in a corner convinces me that the sole occupant of this place shares my status as a guest, although he might be doing it willingly.

A man sits at a work desk facing the entrance. He calmly puts down his pen and rises to welcome us.

He is, without a doubt, on the same level as Lady Moor. His aura pressures my mind and while it lacks sophistication, there is a solidity to it that reflects his physique.

The Cadiz clan lord has cornflower blue eyes, like my own, and black curls that reach his muscular shoulders.

His facial features are virile and elegant and complemented by a roguish beard and mustache.

Why, he must have stepped out of some pirate tale, ready to plunder and ravish! I am pleased to see, however, that his gaze is calculating as opposed to overly hostile. Once he reaches us, I curtsy, partly to hide my surprise.

This man is muscular beyond compare! I believe Ogotai has nothing on him, and that he could bend metal with his bare hands. Are all Cadiz clan members so dedicated to physical prowess?

“Rise.”

I do so and stay silent as the man takes my measure.

“Greetings Ariane. I am lord Ceron of clan Cadiz and I welcome you to my humble abode.”

“The pleasure is mine, Lord Ceron.”

The man smiles wryly and turns to Jimena.

“It is as you said, Squire.”

In his mouth, the rank of Squire becomes praise for past achievements rather than an insult and I can tell that Jimena is grateful.

“Tell me Ariane, has my quartermaster explained the situation to you?”

“She told me of the council, and my Master’s unexpected arrival.”

“I see. Has she explained your role in this?”

“My role?”

Lord Ceron just chuckles

“As expected of our Jimena. I wager her first answer was to put a blade in your hand.”

Jimena hisses playfully and crosses her arm under his teasing rebuke.

“Lord Nirari always holds his word and respects a few rules with unerring consistency, yet he is otherwise quite infamous.”

“You make it sound like he has committed atrocities, yet I do believe I would have heard of them in the news as he looks barely a day above forty!”

Lord Ceron’s eyes flicker to Jimena before he continues.

“You would be surprised, young Ariane. He is much older than he looks, and he has traveled extensively over the mill—over the years.

I think you have realized that our world is apart from the mundane one. Afflicted, are kept secret and in our society, he has earned quite the reputation, which makes his visit even more unusual.

This land is remote. We who reside here have not come, we have been sent. For someone of his stature to be here and to make his presence known, he must be after something.

This conclave started three days ago and is set to conclude tomorrow. Yes, I am aware of Lord Nirari’s promise. I quite assure you, that no nascent fledgling is ever left without receiving their Master's blessing. You can look forward to the ceremony without trepidation.”

I was not worried, but I certainly am now!

“What happens if I do not?”

Lord Ceron seems temporarily at a loss so Jimena takes my hand and continues in a reassuring voice.

“Eventually the stress on the fledgling’s mind becomes too much and they revert to drones. Rest assured though, barring a major catastrophe it shall certainly not occur.”

“Yes, Ariane, all will be fine. I should not even have mentioned it. Let us focus on the main topic if you will, and the reason for your presence here.

“You see, Lord Nirari requested our hospitality and we granted it. On the second night, he spent quite some time with Lady Moor, and we suspect she is the reason for his presence or rather, her property is.

“Lady Moor manages the local ship trading for the Lancaster and to our knowledge, she is the only one with the means to provide him with passage back to the Middle-East, or wherever it is he wants to travel to.”

“Can he not arm his own ship? Surely a man of his stature would not be without coin?”

“That is not the issue. Transporting us across vast distances requires specific logistics. It is both easier and safer to reach an agreement with Lady Moor, rather than create a way by oneself.”

“I have so many questions…”

“I know,” he says with a smile, “And I am sorry. Now, as I mentioned, Lord Nirari is our guest and as such he will not force Lady Moor into serving him, and so he needed a bargaining chip. You.”

“Me?”

“Yes. As the only person able to help him, Lady Moor has a monopoly and finds herself under no obligation to hasten the discussions. Quite the contrary. Lord Nirari is believed to be affluent. Very, very affluent. She could use it to leverage her position and that is where you come in.”

“I do not follow.”

“What do you know about your Master’s other Protégés?”

“Everyone expects me to be some raving lunatic with barely the ability to speak?”

Both Cadiz chuckle before my outraged face. Ah, but it is good to be with polite company, although I would not call Lord Ceron a friend.

“Quite so. The Devourer has, hmm, had quite a few Protégés in the past. He cares little for them and has used them as tools more often than not.”

They were not me. As soon as we get acquainted, my Master will have no choice but to see that I am the one wHo should rUn away for him.

“When needed, he reared them into psychopathic maniacs who he then let loose. They ravaged entire parishes before they could be stopped.”

“W…what?!”

No, they must be wrong. This is nonsense! An individual alone would never be able to…I would have heard about…He would NEVER…

What was I thinking about?

I blink. Jimena signals to Lord Ceron and he graces me with an apologetic smile.

“Forgive me, I forgot myself. Suffice to say that you are a sword of Damocles that hangs over Lady Moor’s head and leave it at that.”

“I don’t see how?”

Jimena clasps my hand between hers. I forgot how cool and soft they could be.

“Trust me on this, he is telling the truth.”

I am a sword of Damocles hanging over Lady Moor’s head.

“I see.”

“Good. Lord Nirari uses your existence as an incentive to push the negotiation forward. He is under no obligation to limit the damages you could inflict according to his own twisted sense of honor.”

Lord Ceron sits back and spreads his hands.

“The implications for you are twofold. The first is that you will be under intense scrutiny while here, and most opinions will be, ah, hostile. The second one is, that should everything proceed as we think it will, you will be left at clan Lancaster’s mercy.”

“What, but, this is horrible! They hate me! Can you…I am ashamed to beg you thus, but can you do something?”

“Alas, no. We have no justifiable way to claim you. The best outcome for you is to serve under them.”

“Best outcome?! Surely you jest, or you underestimate their scorn! They attacked me ruthlessly…And with little provocation! I would be a fool to put myself at their mercy!” I answer, dejected.

“It was a test of your character. Melusine and Lambert are Lady Moor’s only competent subordinates, they were sent there to assess you while someone else was delaying Jimena.

“Thankfully, they were quite bad, and she saw through their awkward attempt. The short time they had to see you should work in your favor. Melusine will want to keep you alive out of curiosity if nothing else”

They leave me a few seconds to gather my thoughts.

“So, my Master will not take me with him?”

“There is not a chance, although I know you will try anyway. If you wish to live, you will plan accordingly, and I know the way to do so. Tell me, Ariane, what is it that you want?”

I want this to never have happened, but I know it is wishful thinking. Jimena told me to believe her, and that this disease has no cure. Then, what I desire most is…

“I want to go home to my friends and family. I want to walk along the fields of sugar cane in the morning light with whatever pet I have that I cannot remember.

I want to open a distillery and bring wealth to my family. I want to bag an egret in one shot and eat its meat grilled over charcoal.

I just want this insanity to stop.”

I am too close to crying again, and I refuse to do so in front of the local head of the Cadiz clan. My passionate declamation only stuns my hosts into silence. I hope they do not find me whiny and pathetic, but I comfort myself in the certitude that I have cause to be a little dramatic!

Some unspoken message passes between them until Lord Ceron finally returns his focus on our conversation.

“If going home is your fondest wish, we will do our best to grant you the opportunity to do so. This will be a difficult task, however, and you will need to make it worth our while.”

“How mercenary of you!” I reply, scandalized.

“I have obligations towards my own clan, and one of them is to protect its members and make sure its resources are well used. You ask me to risk people and funds to rescue a stranger.”

“I thought I was asking a personal request.”

“It will take more than the two of us Ariane. I am sorry.”

I hold my head between my hands, trying to come to terms with my circumstances. Eventually, I calm down enough to ask the Lord his terms.

“Very well, then what would you ask of me?”

“While you are with them, look for information on their business activities. Inventories, deeds and titles, we can use the information.”

“You expect me to spy for you?!”

“Yes. I assure you that those mongrels do not deserve your loyalty.”

“It is not that! Spying is just so…”

“Distasteful?”

“Precisely.”

“Trust me, after tomorrow, you will change your perspective on the matter.”

“Very well, I shall do what I can even though I fear you may be overestimating me.”

After a few pleasantries, Jimena and I leave the Cadiz enclave and she drags me to her proving grounds to teach me the basics of fencing, including posture and how to hold a blade.

I successfully learn a few things before sleep takes me.


Chapter 5: The Reveal

“Aunt Catherine!”

“Ma petite chérie, I am so glad to see you!”

I rush down the stairs and embrace her. She returns the hug, then steps back and inspects me with a serious face and smiling eyes.

“Mhhh but how you have grown! Any bigger and we shall have to trim you a bit.”

“Not funny!” I reply laughing. “I am thirteen, and when I turn twenty all of you will have to look up to me! I shall overcome even Papa!”

“Perish the thought!” She answers. “Your appetite would bankrupt us all.”

We chuckle for a while until her expression grows serious. I feel extremely awkward as I am now convinced of the reason for her presence, even more so because she left my cousins at home.

“We need to have a talk goddaughter, one that requires privacy. Should we retire to your room?”

“Very well.”

I would like to pout and protest, but I’m a woman now and need to show patience and restraint. I lead her up the stairs to my room and claim the bed while she takes a chair.

“How I wish Diana could see you now, she would be so proud.”

I am instantly saddened.

“I am sorry ma chérie, I did not mean to make you sad.”

“It is fine, we both miss her.”

“Yes, and this makes it even worse. How I regret it, what I have to do…”

“Dear aunt, you exaggerate. I know discussing lady issues are a tad delicate…”

“Not that, this.”

Her hands grip my throat and she pushes me into the mattress. I cannot breathe! I struggle and fight but she is so much bigger and stronger.

My sharp nails dig into her arms to no avail. Red tears of regret mar her cheeks and her mouth distends to show serrated fangs.

Oh my God! I panic even more but already darkness creeps upon my sight.

“I am sorry chérie, this is the only way! He will claim your soul otherwise! I am so sorry, ma Cherie. So sorry…”

I grow more frantic in my struggle. Her fingers dig into my skin, draw blood until the pressure is too much. The pain becomes intolerable and with one grisly crack, my cervical bones shatter.
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Something is wrong. I…What…Who? I cannot think properly, everything seems distended and cloudy. I feel the urge to just stay there, and wait, but I know something is wrong.

It smells like fire.

The thought of fire horrifies me, a visceral reaction of such intensity that it forces me up.

I…

I don’t know what to do.

No, focus, this has happened before.

“My…name is…Ariane…I…Am my…Own.”

Slowly, painfully, my psyche stitches itself back together, fraying at the edge. Holding my mind in one piece is like holding sand, and I know I need something. I desperately need it.

The Thirst hits me like a rock.

I bend forward and grip my stomach. Oh God, it hurts…I need it. I need it. I need it.

I NEED IT!

I need to find my master.

He promised…

Then we will leave this forsaken place together.

Yes.

But first I need to FIND HIM NOW.

I pull myself together and just walk to the door, carefully opening it. The smells hit me first.

Woodsmoke. Gun powder. Blood. Excrements.

The corridor is deserted but for two unmoving forms. The first one is a servant in a maid outfit. Her hands clasp a deep wound in her chest. They are so coated in red that she looks like she is wearing scarlet gloves. She is also quite dead. Tears trail down her face from half-lidded eyes.

The other one is a man in a black leather overcoat. His clothes are military without being a uniform I recognize. I see no wound on him but he is lying in a pool of his own blood, also dead.

I feel nothing.

A distant part of me screams that this is not right, that I have seen bodies before but never like this.

I care not.

The man is holding a gun, a pistol of good make with silver embroidery. I get closer and see that it is discharged. A basic inspection yields silvery bullets and a powder horn, which I take. I reload the weapon and cock it.

The woman took a bullet wound.

Whoever attacked this place, they care not for unarmed women. They did not even have the grace to give her mercy, instead choosing to let her suffer atrociously before she drew her last breath. I will not have the same fate. I have not come this far to fall to some brutish lout.

I need to flee the building. The smell of fire worries me. I dare not find Jimena, for if I know the woman, she will be in the heart of the battle if she still lives.

Fortunately, I know where to go. We are in one of the wings of the fortress and the exit should be on the “ground” level of the wing, quite close to the entrance to the dungeon.

I am quite certain that there are hidden ways given the builder’s strange tastes, but I am not inclined to look for them. I would rather risk a blockade.

The Thirst is killing me.

I go down one floor with all the patience I can manage and stop when something peculiar hits me. This is the floor where I first slept and the door to my first room has been broken open. Only one other room had its entrance forced.

Are they hunting the residents? If so, how did they know where to find me?

I reach the ground level and slow down. If the mysterious assailants are still around, this is where I will find them. As I finish this thought, a few footsteps echo from a nearby hallway and I hear Ogotai’s distinctive voice.

“…incompetent, I would never have agreed to this! How many men do you need to—”

Relieved, I step out of an alcove as Ogotai comes into view, taking care to hide my pistol at my back in case he proves himself to be too nervous. A gravelly voice retorts but I barely pay attention until his two companions step into view.

Both of them look like hard men. The older one has deep claw scars on one side of his face, barely missing his black eyes. The second one is much younger, with red hair and a sharp look.

Both of them wear the black overcoat of the intruders, enough weapons to start a small conflict and unexplainably, silver crosses.

We all freeze at the sight of each other.

I understand immediately.

Traitor.

I turn to run and Ogotai moves.

I will never make it in time.

And that is fine. A part of me that I do not recognize rises to the surface of my being. There is barely enough of me left to direct it and yet it is enough.

I move as well.

Just as the edge of his blade kisses my neck I lift the firearm and pull the trigger.

Point-blank range. A child could not miss.

Ogotai is so surprised at the sight of the muzzle, that I see his mouth form an “O” an instant before it is blown away.

I am not done.

The two men instantly pulled guns and are now firing.

I grab Ogotai’s body and use it as a shield. Two dull impacts make his chest shiver as I rush forward. I am barely thinking, something is taking over and I let it. I will live.

I will live.

And so, they must die.

Ogotai’s body flies through the air to the older man who tries to dodge to the side. A pointless endeavor. The warrior’s body is too massive and the corridor too tight. With a grunt, he falls.

So thirsty.

With a high-pitched scream, I rush at the redhead until a flash of silver makes me dodge. Something flies over my shoulder. The corridor’s tightness now plays against me and I move to avoid another one.

My foe anticipates it and a third something stabs into my arm with a flash of blinding pain. A knife!? I hiss and barely manage to endure it. He is close, so close!

Something glows white and I am propelled backward by an implacable force. Swatted like an insect I bounce on the floor. No! No, this cannot be. I am too thirsty. I need it.

I NEED IT!

I manage to stagger back up in time to find the young man taking out another pistol from a recess in his vest and aim it at me.

As he fires it, I throw my own discharged firearm. It impacts his shoulder as he shoots and a massive hole opens in the wall next to me. I need to get closer, but I can’t! What to do!

Oh. Of course.

I rush forward once more as the man takes out a smaller pistol from yet another pocket. How many does he even have? This time he waits calmly for me to approach.

When I am but a few feet away I pull the knife from my arm and throw it at him. I care not about the pain. I only care about the deliverance he will offer me.

My awkward throw sends the flat of the blade to impact his nose and it breaks his concentration. As he recoils from the pain. I manage to move around him. I grab his neck with two fingers and push him down. At the same time, I bring one of his arms back and bite.

Ah, yes!

Or no.

This isn’t close to what I had before! It simply will not do! I cannot take it in. It barely dulls the edge. I need more. I need him.

I NEED IT FROM HIM!

I…what? Nothing makes sense anymore!

Somebody cackles like a madwoman.

Me.

I stand up and grab a dagger. Ignoring everything else, I follow my nose to a draft of fresh air I feel. The air is tainted by smoke but this is the way out. I know it.

I will live.

In a daze, I leave the three bodies behind and walk past corpses of servants and soldiers as well as one inexplicable pile of ash to the scene from a battlefield.

A broken down barricade stands not ten meters from a half-collapsed wall. I count more than a dozen bodies of both sides strewn about, including a few women and quite the assortment of weapons.

It looks like the invaders stormed it and left no one alive. As I pass the barricade, the reason for their anger lies before me.

The entrance to this wing of the fortress has been blown open, yet the wall partly collapsed, creating a chokepoint and corpses of the invaders litter the ground.

Even in my dazed state, I am stunned by the extent of the destruction I am witnessing. What manner of fanatics would throw their lives away like this? What would justify such determination, or such hatred?

I cross the door and find trails of drying blood. Recent. Someone dragged their wounded out.

So thirsty.

I stumble forward and find myself in a massive hall the size of a cathedral. The walls are natural. Is this some sort of cave?

Another set of doors faces me. The cave goes up to my left but the draft comes from my right. I walk in that direction.

This place is empty but for the dead. A handful of oil lamps provides enough illumination to see clearly.

This hall is barren and its sole purpose seems to be to instill a sense of majesty or dread. I cannot tell.

I quickly reach a set of massive stairs when two forms step down from it. I did not hear them at all!

The first one is a bearded blond man with pale grey eyes in a blue overcoat who frowns at my sight. The second one elicits a gasp of surprise from me.

I have seen many slaves and freemen, hailing from Haiti or the continent. They always have something about them while in the presence of many white folks.

Sometimes it is fear, sometimes, respect and quite often, it is defiance, but what they all have in common is that they never let their guard down.

Not this man.

Dressed in a beige leather ensemble and quite visibly armed, he has a sarcastic smirk on his face that shows that he fears no one.

Bar Master and my father, he is also the tallest man I have ever seen.

The two newcomers are followed by brown haired twin men and a black woman, respectively.

All of them exude the same cold aura I now attribute to afflicted, with the first two men being on par with Lady Moor and Lord Ceron.

I need to go up.

I NEED TO BREAK THROUGH.

No. They are stronger, I cannot leave.

The blond man steps towards me and before I can react, he moves faster than I can think and my vision turns white.

“Ah!”

One moment I am looking forward, the next I am held above ground by five sharp things digging in my stomach. The pain is unbearable and the tenuous hold I had on my mind finally breaks.

It is too much.

I stay there, unmoving. I do not have to struggle. I do not have to breathe. Moving just means more pain. Better to stay and wait. Focus on fighting the fog. The last dregs of consciousness I can hold to. If I let go, it is over. I know it in my soul.

As I drift in and out I can hear fragments of conversation.

“…clear as day! Someone betrayed us and we know it cannot be a cattle!”

“…raving imbecile. She has been one of us for four days while this raid is weeks in the making.”

“…cannot trust his spawn! I knew it was a mistake to…”

“Bring her back up or we will never know. She fed and is still degenerating; she’s almost too far gone.”

Somehow, we are going up. We reach another grand entrance, this one made of wood. We walk through the burnt husk of a mansion. We walk through a garden. We are outside.

Finally, something shakes me from my torpor and I let out a weak moan.

It’s Him! My salvation!

His mere presence stitches more of me back together. Enough to follow what happens.

The blond man throws me on the ground. I curl up around my belly. I fight off the pain. I can do nothing else.

I will live.

I just need a few more minutes, and Master will save me. Just a little bit longer…

“Back so soon?”

“Don’t play coy, Lord Nirari, I am wise to your schemes!”

“I really doubt that little Gaspard, you do not even have enough fingers to count them all.”

“You! So you admit that this is your doing?!”

“What is?”

“This attack on us! You come here and not a week goes by and we are assaulted?! You expect me to believe this is a coincidence?!”

“Or it could be because of the long-awaited conclave. I would explain Occam’s razor and confirmation bias to you, Gaspard, but I lack the patience and crayons to do so.”

“Oh!”

“Enough Lord Gaspard. If we want to know more, we have but to ask the lass. Lord Nirari?”

“I admit that I am curious as well.”

Master grabs my neck. I do not need to see him to know it. His touch makes my body lax. Even the pain and the Thirst fade.

I find myself looking into his face.

Ah, those handsome features! This kingly presence! His noble beard! HiS eIghT fanGs.

“Ariane.”

Oh, my name on his lips! I am undone. I find myself smiling like a witless maiden. I love him so much!

“Answer me.”

The world gradually disappears as my body relaxes completely. The world fades away and at the same time, I regain perfect clarity.

Never since my awakening in this dark cell have I felt so focused.

“What did I ask of you when we first met?”

“Do not speak unless spoken to, address you as master, behave, obey Jimena in all things.”

“Have you spoken without leave?”

“No, Master.”

“Have you addressed me as anything but Master?”

“No, Master.”

“Have you obeyed Jimena in all things?”

“Yes, master.”

“Have you behaved?”

“I…I think so? Yes, Master.”

“We shall see. Ask your questions Lord Ekon, and I shall relay them to her.”

His attention goes to someone else. No! Look at me! He turns back to me. Yes!

“When did you wake up?”

“I do not know, maybe fifteen minutes ago?”

“At sunset then. Do you know of the raid on our fortress?”

“Yes.”

“Did you help the assailants in any way, at any time?"

“No.”

There is some commotion outside, after a while, He asks me more.

“Little Gaspard here thinks we were betrayed. What do you think, little one?”

“I agree.”

Another commotion. Master looks pleasantly surprised.

“Oh? And why do you think so?”

“I saw Ogotai walk with two of the invaders. They were talking”

This time the commotion is quite loud.

“Tell us about it.”

As I relay the encounter to master, his smile grows wider and more malevolent until he laughs. The sinister sound sets my stomach aflutter.

“Ah, young Ariane, you have brought me something I would not have expected to find in this forsaken corner of the world: entertainment. Jimena, did my spawn behave properly?”

A pause.

“Very well then, I declare that you upheld your end of the bargain. I am pleasantly surprised by this outcome! It is not every decade that someone manages to elate me so. As promised, you may draw my essence. May it be everything you hoped for.”

He slowly drags me up to the crook of his neck. I do not understand what he wants until he places my mouth against his soft skin. My mouth instinctively opens and he lets himself be touched.

I feel something thick and syrupy pass through my parted lips.

Time stops.

Even if one day I forget my name, even if I live a thousand years, even if I am robbed of every last shred of sanity I have, I shall never forget the moment I taste this essence.

I will go on blessed by the experience and cursed by the knowledge that nothing will ever compare.

Words escape me.

I die of pleasure a thousand times. The wave of agony and bliss burns through me again and again, lasting both an instant and an eternity, and I am carried on it helplessly.

After a while, visions like fleeting dreams appear to me.
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I am in a chariot pulled by two horses. I let loose an arrow that flies true and buries itself in a man’s throat. My first kill, one of many.

A foreign princess prostrates herself before me, the blood of her brother still staining her dress. I utter a few words. With tears of humiliation rolling on her face, she unclasps the gown. It smoothly falls from her golden shoulders. I stand up.

A breathtaking woman sits at the heart of an intricate garden. Her beauty and wisdom are legends. She is writing an intricate spell on a square of tanned human skin. When she hears me, she looks up and smiles.

I lie on a bed stained with my sweat and blood. My hands grip the hole in my gut. The stench is nauseating. The same woman leans against me with a sad smile. She tenderly brushes my hair back. Her other hand brings a vial of black liquid to my lips and I swallow it.
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I pull away with a gasp before the blazing potency makes me burn from within. My fraying mind is reforged at its sharpest and coldest. The power courses through me and invades every organ. I absorb it like a woman dying of thirst.

I remember.

My name is Ariane Lucille Beatrice Reynaud. I have a father and an older brother. Family, friends, hopes and dreams. I came to New Orleans with my best friend for a short stay. I intended to talk to an acquaintance at a ball and met Master here. He…

No.

No.

No no nonononoNONONONO

NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO ME, YOU! YOU!”

The monster laughs, he is filled with mirth! NO!  This cannot be, it is a nightmare! No. I refuse to…

No. It’s…

“What hAve yOu done? What am I? Why?”

“So much anger little one, do you hate me? Do you?”

How can I hate him when I love him so much and I hate him so much and love him so much and…..

“No, MasTeR…”

“No? Then are you happy?”

“HAAAAAGH”

“Tears? How very precious! No? Was it not your desire?”

“HOW! HOW DARE YOU! YOU VIOLATED ME, KILLED ME, TURNED ME INTO THIS!”

His hand slides from my neck to my throat.

“Urgh!”

“Tut tut, I will have no mouth from you little one. After everything I have done for you.”

He smiles disarmingly.

“You were so precious, a little peasant girl who dared approach me, as if we were equal. You even addressed me first, introduced yourself freely. I wanted to tear you apart limb by limb for your insolence, but then you started talking.

“So many projects, so many dreams. This drive, this passion, I was so touched. You reminded me of someone I knew long ago. Like you, she reached above her station, however, she succeeded. Her deeds inspired a whole civilization. You were like her. You wanted it all, and you even wanted me! You asked me if I was married. Such presumption, such hubris. I had to see it through.

“So here you are, little one, like me, a vampire. Free of the constraints of this barely civilized corner of the world. You can live forever. Time will not wither your beauty, nor will it dull your wit. You can get it all, and you can even get me. Show me how far you can overreach, little Ariane. Show me that I did not waste my blood and my seed on yet another failure.”

“You will not get away with this, Guh…!”

“God? Did you want to say God? There is only one God left for us. Look up.”

Despite my best efforts, I raise my eyes to the sky above.

So beautiful.

A canopy of light and darkness. A canvas where some divine artist threw lights and shades of colors in some unfathomable pattern. I never knew the heavens could be so breathtaking, and I would stare in wonder were it not for a new celestial body.

Twisted clouds and roots of baleful purple enshrine an eye of black sclera and a slitted red pupil. It is absolutely massive. It dwarfs even the moon.

The sky has a gigantic eye. A demonic cat eye in a purple crown.

I stare, speechless.

It stares back.

I want to close my eyes but I cannot for Master bid me look. Sheer terror courses through my mind. It is alive. I feel a presence.

“Welcome to your journey of Black and Red little one,” Master says, “may it be everything you hoped for.”


Chapter 6: Uprooted

The man throws me on the ground.

“As agreed, she is yours,” he says without a care.

I can barely lift my eyes to see the hem of a blue dress.

This is all too much.

I finally understand.

I remember dying.

I am now a monster.

I have been a monster for four days.

I drink blood.

I am damned, an abomination. And the people in the corridor, they were priests.

I killed a priest.

That boy on the first night, I killed him too.

And before that, my last nights as a normal person, I…He…did things to me.

This is not a nightmare, I know it with perfect clarity, just as I know that I should feel hysterical but cannot, I should wish for death, but I do not. Something in me is broken.

Old age may have robbed me of my mind, eventually, but what streams my consciousness, what moves my heart now is not the spirit of a person. It is much colder.

Already, the tears I shed have dried on my cheeks. Panic has receded, replaced by cold certainty. I am no longer the Ariane that danced and drank fine wine on that night, the one who suffered, fought and begged for freedom then for a quick death. I am not her. Not entirely.

I am a vampire, and I want to live.

I may have been robbed of the future I envisioned but I will not throw away this pathetic excuse of a life until I fulfill this promise to myself. I am Ariane. I am my own. I will live, and I will go home. They cannot take this from me. I will not let them. Never. As Jimena said, patience and determination will carry me.

Jimena.

She helped me. She showed compassion, kindness, honor. Are they not all monsters? I turn my head left. There she is, her armor reddened by blood but otherwise unharmed. She looks forward like a soldier at a parade. As I look, she turns to me briefly.

Long enough to see the pity in her eyes.

I need to think, to evaluate. I need time.

“Not so fast you old monster. You think me daft? You would have me believe Moor’s servant betrayed us all and you had nothing to do with it? Both of you plotted our demise!”

“Those are preposterous accusations Gaspard, and you should know better,” Lord Ceron answers.

“All of you are too blind to see it but I will not be made a fool!”

“Careful,” says Master, and the clearing goes deathly still. “It sounds like you insulted me twice.”

“And what would you know of honor? You hide behind a false code and vile sorceries!”

“Oh? You believe me weak of arm, young Gaspard? Would you wager your eternity on it?”

“You will regret those words you decrepit husk! I accept your challenge. No magic, only our blades and us.”

I turn my head in disbelief to the blond bearded man. Gaspard, the representative for clan Roland. Is he serious?! Can he not tell how utterly outclassed he is?

“Witnessed by Clan Ekon,” the tall black man declares in a low rumble. 

“Witnessed by Clan Cadiz,” Lord Ceron adds. 

“Witnessed by Clan Lancaster. Farewell Gaspard, I cannot say that I will miss you,” Lady Moor continues with a voice as cold as it is uncaring.

The group moves away and I push myself up to Lady Moor’s icy eyes.

“Well, are you going to hug the dirt like a scullery maid for much longer?”

I stand up before her and grind my teeth in silence. I do not know the rules that regulate vampires and therefore I do not know how freely she can kill me. I need to make her believe that keeping me alive will be more beneficial than finishing me off.

“You serve me now.”

“Yes, Lady Moor.”

“Will I have to discipline you?”

“No, Lady Moor.”

“Humph! At least you know your place now. Even monkeys can be taught, it seems.”

That trollop, I so want to WRENCH OFF HER HEAD.

Ah.

So this is what it is.

I can feel my own mind, twisted and corrupted like the surface of a lake, and there is something else, something deeper. When I was alive, I was prone to feeling anger, but this is different.

It is like a twisted thing that prowls beneath the surface, pitiless and predatory. It is the part of me that fought those priests and took Ogotai by surprise, and if I release it, it will not throw harsh words.

Right now, it is of no use to me. Any resistance on my part will be met swiftly and mercilessly.

Mistaking my silence for complacency, Lady Moor smirks and moves away.

“Follow.”

I do, and finally take the time to take in the sights.

We stand in the middle of an exquisite garden. The mansion dominating it might have been a sight at some point. Now, only blackened beams and collapsed walls remain. Somebody dug a path from the outside to the massive steel door at its heart.

Bodies of those battle priests litter the grass although most seem to have died in some sort of defensive line. Collapsed tents and slain beasts form a grisly spectacle somewhere at the edge of the property. I can spot servants packing belongings in coaches in the distance, so it seems some of them survived.

Vampires gather around a flat circle in silence. I estimate that each lord has between two and five followers who stand behind them. I want to join Master, yet I place myself behind the Lancasters. Melusine turns in my direction and smiles cruelly. I do not react.

The two combatants enter the arena. Lady Moor takes a white band and releases it without ceremony. I can see every detail on the Roland Lord’s arrogant face: his pride, his disdain, the certainty of his victory.

I shall never be so utterly brainless, and thus I promise to myself to keep the beast in check.

What follows is a lesson, and this lesson is not for Gaspard. It is for the rest of us.

One moment the Lord stands at the edge of the circle, the next moment he is right next to Master in a perfect lunge. His black bladed sword kisses the edge of Master’s deep blue coat without touching it. Master has one hand on Gaspard's sword arm and the second deep within his chest.

Gaspard's expression turns from triumph, to surprise, to pain, to horror. A torrent of black blood rains on the ground and the Roland clan representative staggers and lurches, only kept standing by Master’s steel grip.

With deliberate slowness, Master ignores the man’s pleading eyes and releases the blade, which falls on the ground. He then grabs his throat.

What follows is a moment I shall never forget.

The sound of flesh tearing and bone breaking, the suction noise as the head is pulled minutely, the vertebrae revealed to the world with agonizing slowness.

It takes the man ten seconds to die in a flash of blue fire. Ten seconds during which Master reveals his true colors: he is utterly bored.

This is nothing to him, just another insect that needed its wings pulled so that the other vermin know better than to provoke him.

The local master did not even warrant the satisfaction of the kill. He was such easy a prey.

Master turns to the silent assembly with one raised eyebrow. Lady Moor bows to him.

“The duel is concluded. Melusine will show you to your ship, my Lord.”

I derive a small amount of satisfaction from the abject terror shown on the little harlot’s face.

Unfortunately, when Master turns to leave, I take a step forward despite myself.

“Master…”

I know I should not, yet I must try. He ignores me, completely. He leaves without a word, without even a look. I do not understand. I have been a good girl. I did everything he asked…I did my best! So why, why…

The other vampires are perfectly silent, so my outburst and the following shame are witnessed by all. When I think it could not possibly get worse, I feel two claws grab my neck. Lady Moor’s cold breath on my ear makes me shiver.

“Not ten minutes in my service and you already embarrass me in front of my peers. It looks like you need discipline after all. Undress.”

“What?”

Her vicious claws draw blood and I convulse in answer. Ah! This really hurts!

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

I can only be grateful that most other vampires leave to attend to other business as I slowly take off my gown, gritting my teeth. In short order, I stand in my smallclothes in the middle of the clearing, grateful that the view of my disrobed body remains hidden behind a curtain of green. This is the most indecent thing I have been forced to do.

I wince as a memory worms itself to the forefront of my mind. It is, in fact, the second most indecent thing I have ever been submitted to.

God, why did I have to die like this? What have I ever done to deserve such treatment?

Why have you forsaken me?

I do not receive an answer, not that I expect one.

I do not wait long. A bearded man soon reaches us. I recognize the insane blue eyes that greeted me in my cell back on the first day. He leers at me shamelessly! I try to cover myself as best as I can.

“Hehe, looks like Nirari knows how to pick ‘em…”

I hiss in outrage and he recoils.

“Enough Baudouin, she is more than you can tame.”

The man looks at me thoughtfully then throws me another dress, a humble apparel of white linen. I would never have let one of our estate’s servants walk around in this rag, and yet I treasure it for it is the only material thing I possess now.

I do believe that Lady Moor did not want me naked only so that the unspoken threat of this condition deters me from opposing her will.

As soon as I am covered, we leave to join the procession of coaches and carriages leaving the fortress ground. The remaining Roland clan members precede us as I recognize the twins. It appears that the death of their leader has not affected them in the slightest. I am horrified when I see where I am led.

Lady Moor turns to me, expecting a reaction, yet this time I manage to remain silent.

A cage.

They are going to transport me in a cage like a circus animal. Oh, I so wish I could make them SUFFER, but I need to exert patience.

Baudouin has a pair of manacles hanging from his shoulder, massive objects of cruel metal, and I have no intention of letting him come anywhere near me if I can help it.

Lady Moor gestures to the door and I get in wordlessly. It is a testament to my circumstances that I am grateful that the cage is clean.

Lambert, Melusine’s partner from the training room, silently rides a horse to my side. He pointedly ignores me, and I am only too happy to return the favor.

Clan Lancaster is the last to leave the fortress grounds. Only a dozen servants are left to clean up the battlefield. Our little procession is made of six coaches and four carts including my own, and we depart in silence.

Despite my circumstances, I cannot help but look around me in wonder.

For the first time, I truly appreciate night in the bayou. The oppressing wet heat of summer is mercifully subdued at night, or perhaps I am no longer so afflicted by it.

Sounds and smells form a vast harmony and I spend quite a bit of time looking at strange arrangements in the leaves and barks of the cypresses, and ripples on ponds of brackish waters.

Every insect and every plant hold a new fascination for me as if I had never seen them before. I suspect that vampire vision is highly superior to that of humans to help us perform some foul deeds, and it brings me some consolation that my new senses can be used for more than just evil.

It is also my luck that the path is quite muddy, else I would be swallowing the entire caravan’s dust. We are in July and night is the only time when the weather is tolerable.

So, I am a vampire.

I have no idea what that means. Never have I heard of such a thing. I have difficulties admitting that monsters could live among humans, moving faster than the eye can see and digging into people’s chest at will without it being common knowledge.

Surely, people would ask questions upon having their blood consumed? If those battle priests know of us, why not call the colonial militia and give us the cannons? I am simply baffled. There are so many things I do not understand. Truly, I am a toddler once more.

Thinking on it, can I still bear children?

Would I even want to? Would they not be twisted things, just like me?

I abandon this line of thought. I will not give Lambert the satisfaction of seeing me cry a second time in a single night. I would also not want to ask questions. It appears that talking without leave is not looked upon kindly.

My cart is at the very tail of the procession and we advance at a snail’s pace, so much that we eventually lose sight of the rest. I assume that so many carts together in the middle of the night would attract undue attention, so I am only left with a human driver and the ever-taciturn Lambert.

Fortunately, the new experience of the night entertains me until we come across a patrol of three armed militia. They look at me questioningly.

I do not wish to resist at this point. Jimena’s promise is still clear in my mind and I do not doubt that Lambert could disable them in an instant, should I try to force a rescue.

I am therefore compelled to hear him explain how I am the wanton daughter of a tailor, who ran away from home after finding out I was with child, from an unknown father, no less.

I apparently murdered the babe as he was born so I could continue with my depravity. The faces of the men turn from wariness, to shock and eventually, to disgust as Lambert spins his tale. He is as good an actor as I took him for, and I note to myself that I shall never trust a word he says.

We leave the patrol behind us and cross a small village. The night comes alive with the smell of humanity. Under the stench of sweat and unwashed bodies, there is a perfume of vitality that makes my jaw ache. I pass my tongue over my fangs, only to find out that there are eight of them.

They have replaced all my canines, and the outermost incisive as well. Jimena mentioned that my bloodline’s appearance was unmistakable. This is certainly why. Now that my memory is clearer, the other vampires all have four.

This is grave news. It means that I must absolutely keep the sight of my teeth to myself lest my lineage is immediately found.

As I ruminate, we leave the village and come upon another patrol. This time, Lambert entertains them with a tale of my murder of the old man who welcomed me to his hearth, how I poisoned him and seduced his son to steal the family’s fortune.

Again, the looks of horror on their face are striking and I wonder why Lambert lies with such aplomb when there is no benefit to it. He is not even having fun.

After a while, the land gradually changes and we find ourselves next to a colonial house of massive proportions. For a while now, I have smelled the barest hint of brine in the wind and I remember that clan Lancaster has an interest in sea trade. I suspect that we may not be far from New Orleans.

The place of my demise.

Lambert opens the cage and lets me out. I follow him in silence across a grand entrance and a series of corridors. We walk past tastefully decorated rooms and a few submissive servants in blue uniform to a closed door. Lambert knocks and we go in.

The room is a boudoir of good size illuminated by candles. A handful of vampires lounge lazily on comfortable couches.

I am horrified, not by their number, but by their immobility. There is not a whisper of moving fabric, not a sigh. They are not even breathing. Shocked, I begin holding my breath.

I am still holding it as Lambert leads me to the forefront. I am still holding it as Lady Moor stands up from a throne-like seat to address the crowd.

The vampires shift their postures to show attention. I feel like I am watching a puppet show, so unnatural their movements are. I count seven in total.

Besides Lady Moor, Melusine, and Lambert, there are also a weasel-faced scoundrel, a bovine toad of a woman, a witless looking slip of a girl with crooked teeth, and a balding brute.

It finally occurs to me that Louisiana is not a land of exiles just for the humans.

“My esteemed clan kin, the conclave has reached a favorable conclusion and once more, Lancaster has risen to the top. The successful negotiations I conducted solidified our hold on New Orleans and its boon of treasure and cattle. Our success is assured.”

The grisly automatons clap politely, like the obedient curs they are.

“This victory did not come without its share of disappointment, however. As you know, we lost Caytlinn and were betrayed by Ogotai, may his soul burn forever.”

The assembly does not betray any sort of reaction. I do not believe that such a sorry lot would harbor any kind of sympathy for each other.

“We have received a new member as payment for service rendered by Lord Nirari himself. As the foremost clan in this land, the Devourer has favored us with his business and we will reap the benefits for years to come.”

Not if I can help it.

“Please welcome Ariane to our loving family.”

I feel like a piece of meat dangled before a pack of bloodhounds.

“She is yet very young, so it will be up to Melusine to rear her into a valuable and productive member of our community, for the good of all.

I notice the vilest and cruel of smiles on the red-headed harridan. Ah, truly, I will need every scrap of self-control I can salvage.

“And with this, I shall retire for the evening. There is much for me to do.”

The rest of them stand as she leaves. Melusine reaches my side and grabs my arms as if we were the best of friends before dragging me out of the room. I am surprised to see that I am quite a bit taller than her but it matters not. She has me, and she knows it. This will be difficult.


Chapter 7: Servitude

I open my eyes to total darkness. The pantry sized room they call mine greets me in all its misery. In truth, it is a cell, for what bedroom has a lock on the outside?

No nightmare tonight. A pleasant change.

I hear footsteps coming. I do not even have the luxury of privacy.

I have learned much in a week.

Vampires “die” at dawn and wake up at sunset or before. During that time, we are utterly defenseless.

Sunlight kills us. Silver blades cut us deep. Fire will turn us into torches faster than one can say “arson”.

Our mind is prone to distractions unless we hunt. In return, our body is superior in all accounts and can heal even the most grievous of wounds, given enough time and nourishment.

We do not have to breathe, poison cannot hurt us and we cannot drown. Only the destruction of our head and heart spells a certain end. This implies that Ogotai may have survived his wounds if one of the priests supplied him with blood.

Blood.

It is the Red of the Journey, the energy we need to consume to sustain the parody of life that animates us. It cannot be stored. It must be consumed from the source and without it, the predatory part of us will take over until it tastes the crimson nectar.

Vampires who lose control, sometimes fail to get it back. They must be hunted down like beasts.

The Thirst drives us. It taints every aspect of our existence. It can never be completely overcome, and it will never be truly sated. For fledglings like me, it is a daily struggle to control it, and then another struggle not to fall into torpor after we slake it.

For this, we have a few tools. Vampire saliva can make the bite extremely pleasurable, and then closes the wound so that it fades at record speed. Bitten individuals will develop an unnatural loyalty for the vampire, despite themselves.

Our eyes can confuse memory, though I am sure there is more to it than I was told.

I have not been allowed to leave the building so far, and every night a new human is brought to me. Using Jimena’s method, I have been able to stop feeding without Melusine hurting me too much. I can tell that she is disappointed, and the death of cattle would have been a good excuse for her to belittle me.

The logistics used in feeding eight vampires must be truly staggering.

That is probably how the battle priests usually find us. We have a few distinctive features, such as the claws and pallor but our fangs are usually hidden unless the grasp of the Thirst gets too strong.

We are not reflected by mirrors either, which I find quite silly. All in all, it seems that whoever created us meant for us to infiltrate the human world. Hunting us must be quite difficult.

When I asked about the priests, Melusine became unusually tight lipped and I had to drop the topic.

I hear soft gasps. Joan is gathering enough courage to knock on my door. She does not have the submissive behavior of servants who have bowed to vampires for a long time. There is a fire in her that they have not managed to extinguish. Melusine knows this, and that is why she is charged with being the first I see in the morning. I mean, evening.

If I drink her dry, Melusine will have killed two birds with one stone. She is quite petty like that.

So far, I have managed to control myself, but it is becoming difficult. Melusine is stopping my feedings just a little bit early. Every night, I find my self-control eroding a bit more.

There is a knock on my door.

“Come in.”

The courtesy is a joke and we both know it, yet I cling to any appearance of control and every scrap of manners to keep the Thirst at bay.

“Mistress Melusine requests your presence, Miss Ariane.”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak and she leaves promptly.

The scent of vitality caresses my nostrils and the Thirst punches me in the gut. I feel like someone scooped my innards with a frozen axe. Nobody has fed from Joan for a long time. So it would be fine if I had a taste. Just a taste. Melusine can punish me later. I need just a tiny, tiny mouthful. Just a few droplets.

No. I must not.

When I come to, my hand is on the handle of the door and Joan is standing still with her back to the wood. She is perfectly silent, her eyes closed and her face lax but I can smell the fear in her perspiration, hear it in the beat of her heart.

She is doing her best not to struggle, knowing that a mere move will set me off.

So close.

So very, very close.

Finger by finger, I release my hold and open the door for her. Only when I turn around does she leave.

That was the closest call.

BUT I SHOULD RUN AFTER HER AND TACKLE HER TO THE GROUND! THEN—

No.

I will not.

I get changed, mechanically, and reach Melusine’s office. She is in deep conversation with a richly dressed man with a fetching appearance. He does not know what he is in for. I can see it from his flushed face and the scent of his arousal. To be alone with a woman like Melusine is titillating him. His mind has yet to be tainted by one of us.

Prey.

Melusine plays us both with a lengthy introduction. His initial frustration at being interrupted turns to pure lust at the sight of two beautiful women.

I can imagine the lewd pictures his twisted mind must provide. How many indignities must I be subjected to before it is over? I have only been here for a week; a week of constant battle against myself and Melusine’s petty humiliations.

Finally, I am given an opportunity to embrace him under some ridiculous pretext. My hands reach around his shoulders and I nuzzle his neck.

I am in the wooden cabin.

One lick, one bite.

Finally.

I drank two more swallows than I was granted by enduring the pain of the hussy’s claws in my neck. She drew blood.

After I am done, she carries him to parts unknown while I attempt to scrub the memory of his erect manhood against my belly. How I wish padded pants were in fashion.

With a knock, two other vampires join us and Melusine resumes her “lessons”.

What follows is what makes my predicament border on the intolerable. I have already been robbed of my humanity, now the Lancaster princess is after my sanity as well.

Her teachings are a tragedy in two acts and four participants. First, she will demonstrate her knowledge of a specific topic, like the superiority of the Lancaster philosophy, with as much arrogance and derision as she can muster.

While she does so, my fellow students, the bovine Charlotte and witless Sophie will gush at Melusine’s intellect and overall superiority.

Praises must be properly heaped on and the princess will select a different favorite every day, who will receive her benevolence while the two others accumulate scathing remarks and disparaging comments.

Suffice to say, I only participate enough not to be punished.

After a while, she will test our understanding with tricky questions. She has a way to slide cutting remarks and casual humiliations in every sentence that is designed to leave the rest of us ashamed.

She expertly divides and conquers us, constantly pulling our group down but distributing just enough encouragement to foster a nasty form of competition. She gives her favor as easily as she takes it and does her best to keep us on our toes.

I can only grit my teeth. I am less insulted by her numerous slights and more by the fact that she thinks herself smart. She can only do this because my two companions have the intellect of a shriveled turnip between the two of them.

I do not know who turned those two brainless twits into creatures of the night. I think they should have stabbed themselves in the groin instead.

“And so our numbers are limited due to the difficulty involved in creating a spawn. Ariane dear, can you tell me why?”

“Only a master can create a spawn and it takes a century on average to become one. The process itself is also taxing and will leave the Master weakened for years.”

“I am sure that you will be a master very soon, Mistress, I can already feel a presence,” Charlotte gushes. That sow.

“Quite so! Sometimes I cannot tell if you are passing by, or if it is Lady Moor!”

If battle priests were to bust the door open right now and set us all ablaze, I believe I would let them, and be grateful to boot.

“Of course, we Lancasters are always picked from the best stock.”

How can she say that with a straight face?

I see the malevolent glint in Melusine’s eyes and I can tell that I should have nodded along with the two stooges. Now I must endure her for a bit longer before she switches targets.

“Yes, and it is our duty to share the blessing of our good breeding with other bloodlines, don’t you agree Ariane?”

“Of course mistress and I will forever be grateful for the privilege of your presence. I consider myself lucky to be taught by no other than you.”

I can feel two baleful glares directed at me as I apparently overtake the two simpletons in the pecking order.

“Quite so, and surely you would feel grateful to be shown such favor, yes?”

I nod in assent. I do not like where this is going but I must play along. Whatever Melusine wants me to do, I will be compelled to do. My only hope is that she loses interest to pick on another.

“With the tragic betrayal of the ungrateful savage, we are in dire need of helping hands to manage the city. Surely you would consent to assist us, yes?”

I freeze. With no heartbeat and no need to breathe, we vampires can reach a state of perfect immobility, which I am displaying right now.

I absolutely need to show a hint of fear, and then submission. If she guesses the truth, she might withdraw her offer just to see me suffer.

I pretend to swallow nervously and flinch, before giving her a nervous smile.

“Of course mistress Melusine, I would be delighted to repay the debt of gratitude I owe you.”

Please, I beg you, accept this lie. I would do anything to get out of this farce of a tea party if only for a few days. I will shovel horse dung by the cartload. I will crawl in the mud and catch frogs with my bare hands. Please, let me go.

Three sadistic smiles inform me of the success of my little facade.

“Then I shall begin private lessons tomorrow in order to prepare you! We would not want you to bring shame to your benefactors with your poor performance, after all.”

I barely manage to contain my excitement the next hour. I compel myself to look suitably worried and act more submissive than usual.

Finally.

I may be able to go out.
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I wake up to the whispers of gossip.

Cattle are a strange sort. They are unusually obedient and unerringly loyal, yet their other flaws feel exacerbated. They backstab, plot and slander to earn the favor of creatures that will never see them as more than blood sources and bed warmers.

They have their use, though.

After a week of being harmless, they have started to treat me with indifference.

They do not seek my favors due to my status as an outsider and rumors about my bloodline, and my lack of reaction means that they have lowered their guard when around me.

And so, I have picked up quite a bit of information.

Most of it disgusts me.

The Lancaster vampires are a petty, vicious and promiscuous lot. Each one has their flaws, their twisted desires, and vile habits. They are all detestable, each in their own special way.

Melusine enjoys breaking couples. She will track them for days, seduce and have her way with the fiancé and then arrange a public confrontation. The more violent the breakup, the better for her.

Lambert is a compulsive liar who preys after young and ambitious merchants. He will deceive and scam them until they are ruined. It is only at the moment of their fall that he will display something more than his usual apathy.

Charlotte is a violent bully with an inferiority complex. She enjoys breaking servants and I am convinced she used to be one.

Sophie has the wit of a boiled potato and half the charm. She does not behave too cruelly because she lacks the cunning to do so. It could be an act, of course, and I never let my guard down around her.

The weasel man answers to Wilburn and he is a serial rapist. Only his fear of Melusine has protected me from his attention. I surmise that he tried something on her, and she made the following lesson unforgettable.

The burly, bald man is named Harold and he has a chip on his shoulder. Every perceived slight against him eventually turns into physical punishment and no amount of pleading and promises changes his belief that everyone is insulting him behind his back.

If their continued existence is not proof that God has abandoned this world, I do not know what is.
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“My name is Ariane, I am my own. I will live, escape, then go home.”

I repeat this sentence every twilight, in that small moment of peace before the Thirst turns me into a fiend masquerading as a person.

I say it in the tongue of Akkad, the language of vampires. I was surprised to learn that the others had to study it. I have no idea how the knowledge just slithered in my mind, and I would rather not ask.

Joan knocks on my door shortly after the Thirst hits. This time, I do not ask her in. Instead, I quickly send her away. I don one of my four outfits and get out.

All my clothes look shabby and out of fashion while being functional. I look like the daughter of a family that fell on hard times, all of this to feed the image of the world as it exists in Melusine’s twisted psyche.

They are not even comfortable, especially around my, well…

They are just too tight.

The rotund form of Charlotte blocks the passage.

“Yes?”

“Mistress Melusine bids you join her in the training room. It is time that you made yourself useful, stray. You cannot just keep living off of our generosity.”

“Clan Lancaster certainly does welcome low-born in its ranks. It is such a shame some of us will never rise above their previous station," I reply.

Her fat jowls quiver with fury at my rebuke. Ah, but her master must have loved Rubenesque women, and been short-sighted and deaf besides. Perhaps he lived in some remote corner of Finland and she was the only woman within a month of travel. I can think of no other explanation.

Instead of leaving, her scowl turns to a smirk and I brace myself for the next inanity to be born from her addled brain.

“The Mistress will instruct you in the way of battle. Perhaps a correction will force some manners into you.”

“And perhaps I will need a partner to practice?” I insinuate.

I smile.

I am Thirsty and this stupid sow is in my way. Let her see the fangs. Let her remember what my vampiric siblings are famous for.

She flinches and steps back when I pass her by.

I may be weak, like all fledglings, but she is even weaker. She is the dreg at the bottom of the barrel. I will make every encounter a slap to her pride until she learns to leave me be.

The Lancaster training room is on the first floor. If there is a basement, I have never seen it. Melusine is waiting. She is dressed in a strange outfit that bridges the gap between travel dress and armor. She is also holding a fencing sword. Sophie is already sitting on the side and Charlotte enters shortly after me.

No humans.

This is not very auspicious. If Melusine invited spectators, it means that she intends to humiliate me. She gives me a training sword and demonstrates proper handling and some basic moves while the two clueless twits fawn over her “grace and elegance”.

Still no humans.

I am so Thirsty.

I return my attention to the little princess. Watching her reminds me of Jimena’s comment on the Lancaster clan. She mentioned their lack of prowess on the field of battle and I can tell from comparing the two women that it is accurate.

Melusine may have had some formal training, but she is no master. Her movements are too mechanical. She lacks the deadly grace and seamless ease of the Cadiz squire. Jimena had made every demonstration natural and effortless.

After a while, she orders me to copy her gestures and I do my best to learn. This is the most constructive activity I have taken part in since reaching this den of depravity. No amount of poorly-veiled insults will ruin my enjoyment.

The physicality of the activity even manages to distract me from the Thirst. Since I am not talking, or thinking, life is simple. I lunge, I cut, I move. I let my body and the monster within guide me. It already knows how to do it. I have but to listen and follow.

“Well, your posture is still awkward, but I suppose I should not expect too much from the likes of you.”

It seems my enjoyment was too obvious.

“We shall now start with a light spar and today’s most important lesson!”

Ah, it is time for the inevitable humiliation. I just hope it will be brief, and not too painful. Melusine retrieves an engraved glove of strange design. It is pretty enough to wear at a ball, I suppose, yet the amount of metal involved makes it look like some knight gauntlet.

“Now, attack me.” She says with supreme confidence. 

Should I go faster? It will make me even more Thirsty. 


In the end, my pride will not allow me to roll over and grant her an easy triumph. I move. 

When I reach her, she lifts her gauntleted hand and speaks calmly.

“Blast.”

I dodge left. Something smacks against my waist and leg. I am sent flying and spinning.

How?

I smack against the weapon rack. Steel beams punch my side and I collapse on the floor.

My head is spinning, and the pain clouds my mind.

“Aaa!”

It hurts. Why fight this one? Cannot consuMe. Too stRong. DoOr. Out. PREY.

“And that is why no matter your efforts, you will never be able to surpass me Ariane. You were taken from mundane stock. You were never a warrior. You were, at best, a glorified peasant. I was chosen from a noble mage family and spawned by a mighty lady. No amount of time and no personal efforts will ever bridge that gap. The sooner you accept this, the better.”

“M…MagE?”

“Yes, a mage. You are still an ignorant little thing, but don’t worry. I will let you witness my ascension, so long as you remember your place.”

I need the sweet nectar now. Need it, need it, nEed it.

The red-haired woman sees something in my face and grabs my neck. She takes me out. I do not resist, this time. She is leading me to blood. I know it.

We reach a black-haired woman. Cute. Delicious smell of terror. She knows. I smile. Tears. Beautiful.

Wait no, need to remember.

The log cabin.

Maybe not this time? Maybe this time I can just let myself go?

Joan.

No, this is a trick. The red-haired woman hurt me.

I sit in the log cabin. Outside, the wind rustles the sugar canes and carries the smell of wet earth. I am safe. This is a good place. My name is Ariane. Melusine is a trollop.

Something is thumping. The rhythm is too fast and—

I pull out and lick the wound clean. Joan is unconscious and white as a sheet, but it looks like I managed to stop in time.

I will not give that harlot satisfaction. If I kill cattle, it will be because I decided it.

“Ah finally. Under my guidance, it appears that your self-control has improved! Even the spawn of the Devourer can account for something if they are guided by a stern hand.”

It occurs to me that her entire misbegotten farce of a clan is so twisted that she might actually mean it. In a few decades, I shall attempt to revisit the question while skinning her alive with a rusty letter opener.

“And now you can finally repay us for our kindness.”

Ah yes, I should show my appreciation for their precious gifts. The glorified wardrobe they call a bedroom and all four of my outfits.

I follow Melusine to the entrance. Apparently, twenty minutes of training qualify me for a soldier role. I spent that much time listening to Papa before he would even let me hold an unloaded pistol.

My mind wanders. I wonder how my family is doing. They must think me dead. I remember waking up in a hospital after…the first night.

I was in too much pain to remember much. I think Father was there. Then that man took me from the room and dragged me to a basement. I died there, on the third night. I push back unwanted memories.

If they see me again, they will know. There was too much damage. I would have born the scars my whole life.

Should I even attempt it?

I must. I want closure. I need to say farewell to what I used to be. Bury human Ariane’s hopes and plans. Grieve.

We reach the main hall and turn left to what I know is Baudoin’s office. I know he is mortal, but he is not cattle. I smell Lady Moor on him.

“You will assist Baudoin in whatever way he sees fit. I am a busy woman and shall return to more worthwhile pursuits while you run his errands.” 

She turns around and leaves.

Curious.

I knock on the door and a bored voice bids me come in. I close the door behind me and catch Baudoin staring at my backside as I turn around. I hiss softly, which is enough to remind him that I do not play.

“Yes? What do you want with old Baudoin?”

His accent is quite strange, and I cannot place it, even after hearing English spoken from Acadian and Choctaw mouths.

“I was sent to assist you.”

“I do not want help from a fledgling of less than a year! This will require a delicate hand. Lady Moor herself said I could have Melusine for this task.”

I need to add sloth to Melusine’s long list of flaws.

“She did mention not wanting to run your errands.”

“Is that so? Well, you tell her to get back here, lest I tell the Lady, heh?”

“Of course Baudouin, I shall convey your message.”

“No, wait.” He says as my hand grasps the handle. He sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. Baudouin’s office says a lot about the man himself.

I am suitably impressed by the organized stacks of documents, the cleanliness and the stress on function over form. Under his appearance of a perverted and deviant highwayman, he is, in fact, a perverted and deviant businessman.

Which is infinitely more dangerous.

“Perhaps, you will do.”

I can understand the pain of forcing the little princess to do anything productive.

“What is it that you need?” I ask him.

The man sits back in his comfortable chair.

“A young rake by the name of André Villemain had the audacity of taking over one of our warehouses. Yesterday, he and his merry band broke in and set up camp among crates of our finest china.”

Baudouin waits to see if I react. I gesture for him to continue. If he needed Melusine, it means the situation needs to be resolved with a scalpel, not a hammer.

“Normally I would sicc the boys on them and be done with it. Unfortunately, Villemain is the son of two rather important people and killing him would sour our professional relationships.”

“I assume they cannot rein him in?”

“Unfortunately, Villemain is at the age where one rebels against authority. Due to his lineage, he believes himself untouchable and flaunts his status to all who would listen. Worse, he attracted a gathering of children from good families and any bloodbath could impact our bottom line for years to come.”

“You need someone to convince them to get out without resorting to violence?”

“Not too much violence at least. He is quick to anger and your, ah, fellow immortals tend to be heavy-handed. I need a delicate touch. I also need to send a clear warning. We simply cannot be trodden upon. That is why I cannot bribe him.”

“This will require a delicate balance.”

“And now you know why old Baudouin is troubled, lass. What can an artist like me do without proper agents to carry my will?”

I scoff.

“I am willing to try, but I require something in exchange,”

The cunning negotiator’s eyes suddenly turn cold.

“And what would that be?”

“Only general questions about the world. Despite my lessons, there is still much for me to learn.”

“And Melusine’s choice of materials is not to your liking? Let me guess, you know everything about clan Lancaster’s noble history?”

“Since the war of the Two Roses, decade by decade.”

He laughs softly.

“Very well, as long as it is nothing too serious. You would not try to turn on old Baudouin now, would you?”

“Of course not.”

I smile. He swallows nervously.

I believe I shall never tire of the effect the eight fangs have on people.

“Before we leave, there is a small matter of security. I am sure you understand.”

I am immediately wary.

“I will require you to wear this while we are outside.”

He stands up and walks to a safe. A moment later, he retrieves a richly decorated bracer from it. It looks like jewelry that gypsies would wear. All gold and bright color.

“What is it?”

“A tracking object, linked to Lady Moor herself.”

“Magic?”

“Yes. Should you try anything that could damage me or the clan, she will be able to track you and disable you. That means our reputation too. And don’t you try to remove it. Better people than you have failed.”

I measure my desire to get out of this filthy den against my unwillingness to be chained like a dog. Eventually, I choose to preserve my sanity over my dignity. Besides, if it comes to that I may be able to chop off my arm and reattach it later.

I am that desperate.

The bracer is frigid against my skin and I can feel something dormant in the pattern of gold and stones that decorate it.

“Let us go then.”


Chapter 8: Outside

We step outside and something stops me in my tracks.

The night, in all its glory.

The oppressive heat of deep Southern summer days has cooled down a bit. Life in all its forms has come out to enjoy the small respite. I smell water from the sea and from the marshes, life in the trees and the scent of humanity.

The woodsmoke and the cooking meats, the alcohol and the sweat and under that, all this vitality. I hear people and hunting things. Insects. Some distant music. Men and women dancing, drinking, and singing their worries away.

Tomorrow, news of capricious floods devastating fields and villages may come, as they do every summer, but for now, they forget.

I look at the many roofs and the burning lamps, and above it, the sky.

There are so many colors, so many patterns I had never noticed before. The Milky Way slashes the sky like the thrown brush of an irate painter.

At the center of this incredible vista looms the strange eye I first saw. Just as I look at it, it stares right back, and I can once again feel an alien presence.

It does not threaten nor promises, it does not even judge. It just watches quietly.

Perhaps I have somewhat come to terms with my new nature because I find it soothing. Even the ever-present Thirst takes a place in the background.

An insistent pull on my sleeve wakes me up from my reverie. I expected anger from Baudouin, but he only displays patient amusement.

“I always wondered how your kind sees it. You all look like it contains a Faberge egg, or a tarantula.”

“You know of what we see?”

“The eye? Aye, Lady Moor mentioned it. She calls it the Demon’s gaze.”

“It is not a demon, but a Silent Watcher.”

Baudouin flinches.

“What?”

“Lord Nirari used the exact same term. I guess his blood runs true eh?” He sighs “They say every vampire who looks up sees the eye staring right at them. Scary stuff, aye.”

I have nothing to reply to that. We walk towards the docks and pass by the brand-new Spanish buildings around the Vieux Carré. The bells of the Saint Louis Cathedral grate my ears. It is midnight.

“Is something the matter Ariane?”

“I walked here, not a month ago. In that exact same street.”

“Ah, I forgot. I am not used to working with one so young. We will have to adapt, lest you are recognized.”

“You make it sound like you are an old man.”

As it turns out, he is. Baudouin is Lady Moor’s human servant. They are bound together and so long as she lives, so does he. Only masters can bind someone so.

I learn more useful facts from him in thirty minutes than I ever did from that slovenly whore.

Clan Lancaster rules most of the English part of New Orleans while clan Ekon wormed its way into the Creole population. Clan Cadiz only has a nominal presence. The Roland are all in Baton Rouge. What is left of them is, anyway.

Clan Lancaster is renowned for its business acumen and “recruits” heavily from mage families, with whom they are constantly at war.

Clan Lancaster makes good money from the trade of slaves and foodstuff. Most of the profits are paid as a tithe to the Main House in England.

I am sure this vexes Moor to no end.

Mages are another part of the magical population. Baudouin informs me that he will give me a more detailed explanation of the global magic community if I prove myself a trusted associate.

He knows much about vampires.

Fledglings apparently need more blood just to function. Physical exertion consumes a tremendous amount of energy and is discouraged during the first two years. In fact, it appears that fledglings need to be reared for quite some time before they are able to enter society once more. The youngest of us are either feral or apathetic. There is no in-between.

I seem to be the exception, though I am not sure why. Master is not known for siring spawns of notable intellect.

Baudouin learned about my confrontation in Jimena’s training room. I am quite fast for a newborn, but also very fragile and physically weak. This is good to know. Master is very old, and I had hoped that it would make me stronger but it seems life does not work this way.

Vampires dislike firearms, bows, and crossbows because those are peasant weapons. Many powerful vampires predate the use of gunpowder. This is yet another sign of profound arrogance and imbecility to me until I remember Master and Gaspard moving faster than even I could perceive.

Perhaps this makes the use of ranged weapons pointless among us. I still see no reason not to use it on humans.

Speaking of humans, the battle priests are members of the Order of Gabriel. They are dedicated to the extermination of all magical beings. They also despise the Irish, the Mexicans, the Jews, the poor, and women. Truly, a charming lot.

Quickly, we reach the warehouse and I halt Baudoin before we come in sight. Those streets are silent but for laughter coming from our destination.

I drag him through a nearby alley and approach the target from the side. It looks more like a barn than anything else. It is made from a dark wood that smells faintly of rot and is large enough to hide a sloop.

I move my befuddled companion towards the entrance but stop before turning the corner and getting in view of the gates. This is where the laughter is the loudest. I track a ray of light to a small hole in a plank.

“It is too small to see through, Ariane,” says Baudouin with derision.

I stare him in the eye, place my clawed index against the opening and push.

The damaged wood bends and breaks under the sharp nail and my finger digs completely. The raucous conversations mask the small noise I made.

I did not break eye contact.

Baudouin pales a bit, even though he must have seen more impressive displays of strength during his many years of service. I successfully hide my relief that the wood yielded. It would have been quite embarrassing otherwise.

I look in. Dull oil lamps cast a yellow blaze on a dozen men and women in the midst of a drunken revel. They are all young and flushed with heat and vitality. The girls show just a bit too much skin than their parents would allow. The men’s smiles have a wolfish quality.

The Thirst wakes up from its slumber. Greedy thing, you were already fed once tonight.

Like a princeling on his throne, a dashing young man in an open leather vest, brown pants, and boots sits at the forefront. He has black hair, an opera pirate beard, and dreamy grey eyes. He currently holds on his lap a cute blonde woman in trousers whose generous bust is revealed by a ample cleavage. A tall and strong bearded man stands close with a wary eye on the door.

There is no doubt in my mind that the rakish lad is Mr. Villemain, the person I will have to convince. His pretentious mannerism and cocksure air strike a nerve in me and I take an instant dislike to him.

I also discover another interesting fact about myself. While I used to judge group dynamics around power play and cliques, what I notice now is entirely focused on hunting.

This is a herd. It has a dominant male, a dominant female, and a powerful beta. I see who will fight and who will flee. I see who I can isolate easily and who the easiest prey is.

The runt of the group is a mousy girl with heavy glasses who stares fixedly at dear André with what Papa would call “des yeux de crapaud mort d’amour.” Eyes of the toad dying of love. Poor thing. I know better than most what infatuation can do when one’s chosen’s heart is as black as tar.

“Baudouin, find out who I cannot touch,” I order.

With his help, I identify three men and two women whose disappearance would cause an uproar. André’s second and the blonde woman are not among them. Excellent. A plan starts to take form.

“How much time do I have?”

“Until the next delivery arrives, that would be three days from now.”

“That should be more than enough,” I reply and walk to the doors.

There is no sentry outside, which does not surprise me. André is quite confident in the protection his name grants him.

I open the door in silence and enter peacefully. I initially believed that the princeling had chosen this place because he wanted to ransom its content, but I may have overestimated him. The smell of overwrought sex is pungent in here.

The dark corners of the warehouse provided the group with long-awaited intimacy. I am confident that some of the ladies present will regret their decisions in a few months when the consequences grow too big to be hidden from their parents.

The bearded man is the first to see me and he takes out a cudgel, only to stop in his tracks when he notices my appearance. Gradually, the assembly falls silent as they realize the presence of an intruder until André is forced to turn his attention away from the blonde woman’s left nipple to address this new development.

The hussy has the audacity to look at me with rage as she readjusts her top, furious about the interruption.

“Well well well!” says the imbecile as the men chuckle “Are you lost, sweet thing?”

“No, you are. This is a warehouse, not a club.”

Anger flashes in the man’s eyes.

“Would you kindly leave? My employer needs this place.”

The blonde woman whispers something in his ear with a sadistic smile and he nods. Some of the boys start jeering and “complimenting” my backside. The temptation to shred them all and bathe in their viscera grows by the minute yet I successfully resist it.

“Why don’t you stay awhile and play a few games? Then we will consider your proposal…”

“I will take this as a 'no' and shall return tomorrow to see if you have changed your mind.”

I turn around to leave.

“Not so fast!”

I reach the door.

“Hey, you slut! George, get her!”

When George steps out, I am already gone.

Now they know what their sin is, I just need to hand out the punishment.
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“So, what did you learn today little sister?”

I sip slowly from the glass of water and try my best to ignore the cookie jar atop the kitchen counter. The familiar room is bathed in the reddish light of late afternoon. A stew slowly boils in the hearth.

“We learned about anatomy, and the various functions of organs!”

Big brother Achille scoffs.

“What do women need to know about such things?”

“Women produce superior nurses and doctors!”

“Nonsense.”

“Well, I remember when cousin Sylvie lost her water on the carriage Montfort, and only one of us panicked, no?”

“Alright, alright! I guess! So, tell me about organs.”

“Well, there is for example, hmm, the liver! It cleanses the blood and it produces bile which is necessary for digestion.”

“Is that so? And where is the liver situated?”

“It’s huh, hmm, in the chest! Right side. Around here?” I reply while pointing a finger at the middle of my chest, to the right.

“Hah, no. A bit higher. Well, let’s find it together!”

Wait, what?

I am bound spread-eagle on the table now. My chest is bare. What is happening? Achille is approaching me with a sharpened pick.

“Wait, no, please! Please don’t! Achille!”

“It’s for your own good sister, that way you’ll remember for sure! There it is…”

“AAAAAAAAAAAGH”

“There! We found it on the first try! Now, if you want to reach above your station to become a doctor, you can.”

“Noooo please, stop! It hurts!”

“Ah, yes, but it will not kill you, as you are an abomination now! Good news, sister. And now, the pancreas. There!”

“AAAAAAAhAHAhaaaaaa no please…Please!”
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I take a deep breath and release it. What an unpleasant nightmare.

“My name is Ariane, I am my own. I will live, I will go home.”

I take another calming breath as the phantom pain of cold blades in my stomach makes me wince.

I may no longer sweat, nor does my skin peel but there is still a scent to my body. It is not entirely unpleasant, I suppose, but I will have to take a bath later when I return from the warehouse.

Yesterday was strangely gratifying.

I am already dressed when a new servant knocks on my door. Joan is resting and this one lacks courage. I suppose I can hardly blame her when I almost killed her predecessor.

“I know where I need to go. You may leave.”

I walk to the back of the property and the pens. There are a few isolated cages where the Lancasters stow the problematic cattle.

“Good evening, Blanche.”

“M-Mistress Ariane! Please, please let me out! I promise I won’t—!”

I bring the blonde woman closer to me and hug her tight. After a night of sex with the princeling and day out in the sweltering heat, she smells quite ripe. Her trousers are sticky with perspiration. I lick the two white scars on her neck, and she shivers with pleasure.

I bite.

I did not truly taste her yesterday, only marked her. It takes all my self-control not to kill her on the spot. It would be so easy. I wouldn’t even be blamed.

Something stops me, a sense of ownership. Blanche is my first cattle. Or at least she will be after a few more bites. It would just feel wasteful.

I lick the wound clean and the Thirst recedes in the background of my mind, like a patient tiger.

“Of course Blanche, you know I only do this for your own good….”

“Yes, Mistress, mmmmh. I’m so sorry, we were just playing! I will tell André and he will understand, he is a good man! After you explain the situation to him, he will surely agree to leave!”

“Naturally.” I reply, smiling.

I let my captive clean herself a bit in a water barrel as we wouldn’t want to be stopped by the militia simply because of the smell. Before we set out, I stop by Baudouin’s office.

“Come in! Ah, Ariane, how may I assist?”

“First, you could stop staring at my bottom every time I turn to close the door.”

“I fear it is too late for me to amend my licentious ways, young one.”

“You old pervert. In any case, I should return to the warehouse tonight and have them leave.”

“What if they refuse?”

“They will not.”

Baudouin raises a dubious brow but gives me leave to go, as well as the small knife I requested.

I walk through the streets of New Orleans in a simple dress and a conservative hat, courtesy of Baudouin. I also carry the bracer and a leather satchel.

The cunning man mentioned it yesterday as we were walking back, and he was right. Clothes and behavior really allow one to blend in. I change the way I walk to appear less confident by slightly bending my back, lowering my head and affecting a subdued expression. Soon, I fade in the background. Just another maid on an errand, nothing to see and no one to notice.

It is a different sort of magic, the art of street artists and con men. The tricks of the mind. I find them exhilarating.

We reach the warehouse quickly. There is no merriment tonight. The place is deadly silent, but not deserted.

André is living in an illusion of his own making. His parents are feared and protect him, his friends are rich and admire him. Daughters of respectable families fall for his wealth and good looks and spread their legs for his personal enjoyment.

He is living the life. Yesterday he founded the seat of his power in some fat merchant’s warehouse. In his mind, they would have fun for a while then leave after being paid off, preferably before the place turns too rank; the first step towards the creation of his own criminal empire, perhaps.

Then I came.

Blanche stepped out at some point during the night to attend to some natural needs, with George keeping an eye out. I took him out with a small bite and kidnapped the girl. Bites make everyone pliable, if only for a while.

I knock on the door and receive no answer. I can smell people inside. They expected me to return after yesterday’s message.

I need them out. Fending off an ambush at this stage would be tedious.

“Mistress?”

“I am sorry, Blanche.”

I step back from the gate and grab her, then I break one of her fingers.

What a beautiful voice she has.

As expected, the door bursts open and what is left of the gang spills out in the streets with André at the head.

Only five of them left. All men. This is truly pathetic.

I force Blanche on her knees and grab her hair while she nurses her hand. Her quiet sobs are the only thing disturbing the silence.

I appreciate the moment. I find it fascinating that real life would match fiction so deliciously. Here we stand, at the end of act three. The male lead bristles with rage while his loved one bemoans her fate.

The trusty second’s eyes grow wide at the sight of me. The seeds of the plot are ready to germinate and their battered group ready to implode.

I shiver in pleasure. I am the playwright and I already know how it all ends: with my victory.

“Release her immediately! Or else!”

Yesterday, they would have rushed me with their eyes full of bloodlust. Tonight, they are wary, and broken.

I took out their princess. She sits on the ground in front of me in defeat, and after one day of search, they failed to find her, to rescue her. Hours of rageful and enthusiastic inquiries, then the feeling of powerlessness. Reality came knocking and they did not like it.

They have already suffered the casualties of those who were there for the guilty pleasures and banter, but find street fighting and kidnappings too pedestrian.

It is already over.

Before André takes a step forward, I remove the knife from my satchel and apply the blade against Blanche’s tender neck, hard enough to draw blood.

“No, Mistress, please. I beg you…”

It is too much for the one remaining noble. He drops his saber and runs away. This leaves André, George and two henchmen.

Laughable.

“You will pay for this you whore! You have no idea who you are messing with!”

“André Villemain, son of Gauthier Villemain and Alice Wintraub.”

“Wh…what?”

“We know who you are, we know who your parents are, and we know what you have been up to. You came here high on pride and arrogance, thinking yourself untouchable. You thought wrong. Ah, but before we continue, this is a private conversation. The two of you? Leave us.”

The two henchmen look at each other and decide that it is not worth it. Now, only George and André remain.

“If you know my parents then you should know that you have messed with the wrong man!”

“Your parents disavowed your actions, André. They will not lift a finger. Even you are not worth a war with us.”

“You lie!”

“As long as you draw breath, André, they will not retaliate. This means that everything you own and everyone you know is fair game, starting with Blanche here.”

I move the knife just enough to elicit a cry of pain.

“No, please wait! Wait. I understand alright? Let us all calm down. I will do it. I’ll just leave. Hell, I will even compensate you for the damage. Just please, let her go…”

Oh? He cares more than I expected.

“A reasonable proposal. Sadly, it will not suffice. George?”

“Yes?”

I do…something. It is like drawing on a rope that is made of beads. The harder I pull and the more frayed my control grows. Still, a link is made. The bites I made yesterday sank something in their souls and now I have limited control over them.

“For André’s own good, bring him to me.”

“What!?”

“Very well, Mistress.”

George punches André who collapses on the ground like a doll with its strings cut. He takes the man in a gentle hold and brings him closer. I can feel him fight me, but my request is reasonable so far, and George is a natural follower.

The cold part of me enjoys itself and I finally understand those Lancaster inbred. This is entertaining!

“Understand, young André, that there is more to the night than you could ever imagine. We can tolerate joyrides and brash statements but this time you went too far. I am going to have to leave you with a reminder.”

I place the tip of the blade against the edge of his eye socket and carve downward. This will scar nicely, and since I am feeling generous, he can even keep the eye.

“Wait…What are you…No! Aaaaaaa!”

After I am finished, I calmly pocket the blade and stand up.

“And with this, we are done.” I say as he sobs and grabs his carved cheek.

My hold on George just broke and Blanche’s loyalty is tenuous despite the two bites. If I go any further, I will have to shed more blood than I planned.

“I expect the place to be cleared tonight. Farewell.”

I walk away. I can feel the tether that binds the two humans to me evaporate like morning dew with this symbolic gesture. I do not want to keep them with me, for the simple reason that they will be used as leverage by Melusine and the others. Any possession I gather must remain hidden, or it must be intangible, like status. I will not let her use them against me.

As soon as I am out of view, I hurry to the place where Baudouin and I first spied on the warehouse.

“You might as well come out.”

Smiling, the man himself walks out from a recess with his arms raised in mock surrender. I think a human could have passed him by a thousand times without ever noticing him.

“I hope you do not take this as a sign of distrust.”

I sneer.

“And if I had turned the street red, Baudouin, what would you have done? Scream for the…”

I gasp as I am interrupted by a sudden and violent pain. It shakes my bones and rattles my teeth and leaves me trembling after a brief instant.

“What…what happened?”

“I am sorry Ariane,” he says as he shows a golden band around his wrist, “The tracking bracer can also be used to inflict pain and disable its victim, and before you use that vampiric alacrity of yours, know that the bracer will punish you, should you touch me.”

I hiss softly. What did I expect, that a clan full of liars and scoundrels would let me out of their house without a means to control me?

“Do not be too cross, little one. I will make it up to you.”

“How?”

“Before we begin, I have to ask. Why did you wait one day? Why the kidnapping?”

“You want to know the reason behind my plans?

“Yes, I am assessing you as a potential long-term associate. I need someone to replace Ogotai, if only temporarily. Harold and Wilburn are ill-suited to tasks that require a brain. As Lady Moor’s human servant, I can shield you from most of Melusine’s petty vengeance should you take that role.”

Baudouin’s expression turns to scorn at the mention of the other vampires. I am reminded that under his unsavory appearance, he hides a keen intellect. An intellect that is just as unsavory.

"I have the Mistress’ trust when running day to day affairs. So long I guarantee that you are better used solving problems than entertaining that arrogant twit, she will leave you be.”

I consider his words for a moment. Getting out means the Cadiz can contact me more easily when the time comes.

“Can you truly protect me from Melusine? She does not strike me as one who easily admits defeat. She could just abuse you until you change your mind.”

“When you realized I hurt you, how close were you to striking me down?”

“I…I…”

Baudouin is right. The predatory part of me, the part that always pushes me to violence was strangely silent.

“Vampires do not attack human servants directly unless they are desperate or unhinged. It is a rule that is engraved into your kind’s minds from the day you wake up again. Your very instincts will try to stop you.”

He is right. I was not tempted to retaliate. How tainted has my mind become? Is it still even my own?

“Melusine shall not harm me, and she knows the price of annoying the Mistress too much. Now, Ariane, do we have an understanding?”

“I shall not do anything that would rob me of the little dignity I have left. I hope we are clear on this, Baudouin.”

“Of course, Ariane,” he smirks “I would not force you to turn tricks. I have other agents for that.”

I hiss again but my heart is not into it.

“Well?”

I sigh. It costs me little to explain my actions.

“This group was fractured from the start. The leader had three associates with a poor background. The rest were scions of affluent families playing rogue. It was easy to make them confront the reality of the night. After that the mood was ruined, so to speak, and I just had to pick the pieces.”

“I see, and you judged that the best way to achieve this, to collapse their house of cards, was to abduct one of their members?”

“Perhaps not the best but certainly the most expedient. Few things match kidnapping as a wake-up call. Not to mention that I wanted a snack.”

He laughs with abandon, then: “Walk with me.”

As we reach the brighter lights around the Vieux Carré, Baudouin starts in a soft voice.

“You are nothing like I expected, you know?”

“How so?”

“I have seen many fledglings being reborn to this world. Most start off as mindless beasts, barely more than automatons. It is only after some time that they regain some semblance of humanity. You started as your old self and are now becoming more and more like a vampire.”

“Surely, my circumstances are not unique.”

“They are not; however, it is still quite rare. I cannot think of anyone who was quite so…alive, as you were when I first saw you.”

“I would prefer not to be reminded of this moment.”

He chuckles.

“There is also the issue with you being so weak. Lord Nirari managed to foster spawns that would go toe to toe with knight squads in only a few years.”

“Give me some time.”

He shakes his head.

“No Ariane, I can already tell that you will not match this development speed. You are faster than most fledglings, and some courtiers, but your strength is almost human.”

I wonder how I can become more powerful. If I could be fast enough to dodge Melusine’s dark powers and then grab her by the ankle and…

I spent some time imagining the red-haired harridan slamming into walls until we reached the outskirts of the city. I then realize something.

“Baudouin.”

“Yes?”

“You said you used Ogotai for this kind of work?”

“Indeed. His betrayal has caused quite a few problems, as you can imagine.”

“Did you expect his treachery?”

“No. I was stupefied when he found his spine. You see, Ogotai is centuries old. He has suffered abuse at the hands of the Lancasters for longer than I was alive.”

“Perhaps Melusine sent him over the edge.”

Baudouin’s laugh causes a few late revelers to turn.

“Ahh yes, I can believe that. You see, Ogotai was part of a horde of warriors from the East who invaded Hungary. He made the mistake of hunting a local Lord and the vengeance was what you guessed. Ogotai lacks something. He has never reached the rank of Master and he never will, if he still lives.”

“Can Lords figure out the best candidates for new Spawns?”

“If some do, they keep it secret. Some clans heavily recruit mages as they keep some of their powers, but for the rest, I do not know. I do not know what makes one vampire much better than another.”

“I see.”

When we reach the house, a servant hurries inside and a few moments later, Melusine gets out the door like a devil out of a box. It occurs to me that I failed to warn her that I would not attend her circus act of a lesson. Oops?

She and Baudouin stare at each other and a silent message must have been passed, for soon Melusine retreats. As the door shuts, I catch a glimpse of her face. It is twisted by the blackest of rage.

Your move, witch.


Chapter 9: A Casual Visit

A leafy canopy covers the forest’s ground in shadows. I dart around trunks as large as carriages, doing my best to avoid the sunlight that stabs through here and there. The coverage is not perfect, and my skin is already covered in blisters. The cruel rays go straight through clothes as if they were not there.

“Ahh!" I scream and hiss, as yet another gust of wind moves branches and I am exposed to the cruel touch.

“You should give up; you are only delaying the inevitable,” a cold voice mocks.

I want to make Him shut up, but he stands in the light, taunting me. Here, he looks human and regal with his thick brown beard and noble posture, a true king of old.

“Your peers reject you; the humans reject you. Even the sun itself wants you gone from this world.”

I dodge and sprint, time is running out. The sun is already going down. The shadows lengthen.

“The nail that sticks out gets nailed down, after all. You are only prolonging your suffering."

I need to keep going. I just have to reach the house. I will be safe inside.

“You think your family will welcome you? Idiot. You are not Ariane, though you stole her name for yourself. She died, that night, alone and broken. You are just the final insult to her memory.”

“You lie! I am me!”

“How can you be so sure? Have you seen yourself in a mirror?”

The sun is closing to the horizon, but I will never survive to twilight. The forest parts to expose me. At the last moment, I dive behind a tree and feel the bark to my back. The murderous rays start to twist around the trunk, and I yell when they reach the edges of my arm.

“You will forever be a pariah, spawn, no matter how much you beg or bow.”

I start screaming. Several voices join the chorus calling me an outsider then there is only fiery death.
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I awake and quickly repeat the now-familiar sentence. I have been here for two months, two months of playing thug and errand girl. I am even building a bit of a reputation.

I wonder why I have so many nightmares, and if the others do as well. Unfortunately, I would sooner stab myself in the foot with a rusty meat skewer than share this detail with anyone here. My questions will therefore remain unanswered, for now.

The phantom pain coursing through my body ruins my meditation. I wish I could cry, but this is a function of the body that I find myself unable to force. I endure the memory of burning to a crisp for only a minute before it is replaced by a more powerful imperative.

I wonder if older vampires treat the Thirst as an old friend, or if they are all driven mad by it. Baudouin confirmed that fledglings consume more, especially the very young ones. I can only hope that I maintain a healthy self-control, at least long enough to grow out of “infancy”.

Like every night, I take the time to bathe and dress properly. I battle the Thirst with every bit of self-control I can muster to take the time to care for myself and my appearance. I even bought a comb with money I pilfered.

After a quick detour by the cages, I reach Baudouin’s office.

“Ah, Ariane. Come in, come in.”

“Good evening. I am ready for the meeting.”

“Ah yes, well, unfortunately, you will not be attending.”

I freeze immediately. During my time here, I took my role as a spy quite seriously. I have listed all their warehouses, their banks, and business partners. Every key ally, every lie and every weakness I have religiously catalogued.

A sentence overheard, a confidential document left lying around, an unexpected visit, every activity is an opportunity to discover more. I have made reports that I have hidden well. If they fall in the hands of the Cadiz, they will be able to strike those degenerates down with deadly accuracy.

Hit them where it hurts the most: their pride, and their wallets. Has Baudouin discovered my stratagems? I thought I was careful…I even have an escape kit ready, hidden under the destroyed belfry of a derelict church.

I found the irony delicious.

Baudouin eyes me nervously. He does not know. He assumes I am mortally offended.

“This is not a punishment, in fact, I have something of a reward for you. Today, we had a situation. One of our whores made the unfortunate decision to laugh at a customer’s privates.”

“On Delore street?”

“No, the Red Veil, unfortunately.”

“Ah.”

This is the Lancaster’s high-end brothel, and that means the offended party is rich and powerful.

“The issue is that the man, a Simon Henley, took justice in his own hands and carved her up. That will not do. He is in his estate now, with half a dozen guards.”

“You expect me to go there and intimidate him?”

“No Ariane, I expect you to kill him. He made some very public statements and demanded reparations. I cannot let this stand.”

“How do you want this done?”

“Do what you want. I will burn down the house when you are finished. The militia knows to avoid this place tonight.”

“Can I get a gun this time?”

“No Ariane, my opinion hasn’t changed, we do not use guns.”

Neanderthals. I harrumph, then make for the exit.

“Then I will be on my way.”

“Do enjoy yourself.”

As I exit the office, my eyes are inevitably drawn by a figure going down the stairs.

Lady Moor does not belong here. This land is young and rakish. Its wealth is stolen from native tribes and torn from the earth by the labor of countless slaves, brought here against their wills in floating coffins.

It is no place for complicated intrigue and veiled threats, at least, not yet. Her appearance reflects this. Even her dress is too warm for the suffocating weather.

She ignores me and soon crosses the threshold, followed by a smug Melusine and Lambert the ever-bored. They will attend a meeting with the representative of clan Ekon about some flesh market issue.

I should have been there as “muscle”. It would have been an opportunity to meet them and perhaps know what the Cadiz have been up to. Well, there is always a next time.

I go back to my room to get changed and don a provocative attire with a shawl to hide my shoulders. Now I look like a streetwalker. If Papa would see me…

No! I must wear this as an armor. My appearance is both a weapon and a bait. Simon Henley expects some reparation from a bordello, and this is what he will see, a suitable emissary. I will preserve my dignity according to my own rules and clothes are no longer a concern.

I leave the house with the bracer and a heavy bag, keeping to well-lit streets.

I have enough stashed away to run for a while with what I picked during my errands, the problem is that I would be hunted down and eliminated even without the bracer. I need a clean escape.

Since we are going to an expensive side of town and a woman alone would draw unneeded attention, A carriage has been made available. As we drive on, I am for once thankful for my cold body. Without it, the enclosed space would have been stifling.

After a quarter hour or so, we stop in front of a manor and the carriage leaves. The Victorian style house is without much embellishment, but the garden is impeccably maintained.

Papa always said that understated signs of wealth are the mark of good breeding and I have trouble reconciling the tasteful residence with the image of a man who would disfigure a whore because she laughed at his manhood.

Perhaps this was built and maintained by his father?

I cross the deserted entrance and arrive in front of a pair of wooden doors. At this time of the night, there should be lights and servants about, but the place is suspiciously silent.

I find myself growing wary.

I knock on the door and it opens immediately. A rough-looking man with a scowl inspects me in silence. I curtsey. They are expecting me, it seems.

With a grunt, the man invites me in.

This is it. I could start killing right away but something stops me. The guard is armed with a truncheon and no other visible weapon. He is no danger to me. Something else is.

Just like vampires have a cold aura, I feel something bright and colorful and it comes from deeper into the house.

I am curious. What could it possibly be?

I follow the guard into a modest ballroom covered with a plush carpet. Large windows adorn the wall opposite the entrance and there is only one door, the one I came from. On my left, a few seats have been gathered and four hard men stop their game of cards to take a gander at the newcomer.

On my right, next to a piano of good make, stands the master of the house. He sits atop a leather throne that was brought here for the occasion.

A flagon of spirits rests on a small coffee table to his side and next to him stands a bodyguard who immediately captivates me.

He is tall and muscular with a trimmed beard and wears on him enough weapons to take over a small town. I count no less than two pistols and seven daggers at first glance. He even wears a helmet, indoors, like some uncouth savage.

The colorful aura comes from him.

Our eyes meet and he gives me the most peculiar of smiles.

“Why don’t you take a seat?” asks Simon Henley, pointing to a modest chair in front of him. He is dressed in an expensive shirt and jacket that do little to hide his gut. His pale skin is the worm-flesh white of people who do not leave their house during the day, it is also covered in clammy perspiration. His grey eyes do not meet mine. He is scared out of his mind.

Everything is wrong.

The thugs should be leering or indifferent, not wary.

Henley should be smug and arrogant, not terrified.

The last man does not belong here.

My instincts and intellect unite in the firm belief that this is a trap. Worse, the bodyguard probably knows what I am, and he is convinced he can take me on. I remember the followers of Gabriel assaulting the keep. They, too, had a plethora of arms and the training to use it. They did not have an aura.

This man is a mage.

If I take this seat, I am dead, again. This will not happen.

I step towards it and kick it into the pair. The mage easily dodges but Henley takes it in the face and collapses with a muffled scream. I move back, and not one second too soon.

“Seal!”

A white light erupts in a circle where the chair used to be and misses me by a hair. The room erupts in chaos and yells.

The mage takes out a gun and fires it at me. I finish my movement by falling on the floor. The bullet misses me.

I end up at the feet of a stupefied guard. I stand up and claw his throat in one movement. The geyser of blood distracts the other three.

His blood stinks, there is something wrong with it. I hiss and grab a second guard to use a shield. An instant later something bites into my side.

What?

I stare down in disbelief. There is a large gash on my waist. The dress is torn apart to reveal shredded flesh seeping dark red blood. The man I used as a shield screams, dying.

The mage shot his own ally!

Something pings on the floor and I instinctively look at it just as it detonates. A thunderous explosion, and a white light blind me, deafen me. I drop the man to grab my maimed eyes.

HURT, need to escape. Can’t see.

Behind me, cover. I move backwards and grab the edge of the poker table. With a grunt, I flip it and jump behind. I move to the side as something roars. Someone bumps against me and falls. I find a shoulder, a throat. I slash it open. The blood smells wrong again.

The bottle of wine that was on the table smells wrong too. Something they drank?

I can hear better now but my eyes still hurt. There are windows. Escape. I grab a body and blindly rush to the wall. Can find. Can break through.

“None of that! Seal!”

Something bumps against me. It does not hurt but it pushes me back with incredible strength. I crash against the table and it breaks under me. A shard stabs into my back. It hurts. So Thirsty. Can’t stay here.

I crawl away from the mage. Waist hurt. Back hurt. Bleeding. Need blood, but it all smells wrong.

Ah, I can finally see again.

I turn myself as a throwing knife whistles past my shoulder and buries itself in the carpet. Finally, a decent weapon. I remove the shard of wood in my back. It did not go deep.

The mage throws more daggers and once more I use bodies and the table to dodge and block. I grab one blade in each hand, then I throw a third one at him. It pings against his armor.

The man is still smiling, he unsheathes a saber and a short blade and rushes me. I manage to stand up to meet him in the middle of the room.

I realize very soon that this was a mistake. I may be faster than the mage but in everything else, he has the advantage. His reach is longer, and his technique superior. He deflects my strikes with precise and conservative movement.

I am completely outmatched.

Soon, I have a new long gash in my wrist, and I drop a blade. I cannot move my hand! I am not healing at all, and I am so very thirsty. I cannot get out!

The pain becomes too much. I have one last quick move in me but after that, I shall be helpless, I have to make it count and—

What is that delicious smell?

Blood.

It comes from Henley! I need to—

“Fire whip.”

A red snake twists around my useless hand. My flesh immediately starts to smolder. I scream in agony and lash out with the last knife I have. Fortunately, whatever made his blades so painful also breaks the spell.

I collapse on the ground shrieking.

I can’t stay there, I need to move, but…

it hUrts so muCh.

“Aaaah, that backlash was nasty. You cunning bitch! Though I must say, I am rather disappointed. With all the talks about vampires being century old apex predators, I was really looking forward to a good fight. Yet here you are, a brute relying on her speed rather than technique. Sloppy, and pathetic.”

PredAtoR saYs. YeS, viaBlE plaN. ImpLemEnt.

“Well, guess I have to find a knight next. Now, I was told that piercing the heart will incapacitate your kind. At least I can put that theory to the test.”

YeS, prey, cOme closer…

“I dare say killing that werewolf turned out to be more—AAARG!"

I move. I stay low, grab a knife and bury it behind the knee. Weak point. Now spring up his back, grab around with my claws.

“Pulse!”

Something propels me backward and I smash into the coffee table and Henley’s inanimate body.

“Aaaah, you BITCH! Ah, Heal! HEAL! Dammit.”

So delicious.

“You’ll pay for this! I was going to make it quick but now I think I’ll burn you alive. Ah. Shit! Just you wait!”

I am feeding from Henley, my back to the mage when something happens. I can feel all of my fangs pull. The strength I draw multiplies tenfold, a hundredfold. This time there is no bliss. This time, there is only life, and the strength I need to survive. This time I do not feed.

I Devour.

It takes less than four seconds for Henley to die. As the last of his life force is torn away from his body, I feel a temporary burst of power. The pain is still there, as is the Thirst. It just does not matter so much anymore.

So, this man is a hunter? He thinks I am game?

I am no beast. I am a vampire.

I pull myself up and find the mage applying bandages to his wounded leg. His disbelief turns to horror at the sight of my face. Blood is still dripping. I give a ghastly smile.

Then I throw the corpse at him.

I put my hips into it and the body flies. The mage swears and ducks.

I jump and fly with claws forward. I crash against him and send him on his back.

I claw and lash, trying to reach his face. His armored bracers stand in the way but I manage to score hits in unprotected places. 

“Shie—!”

None of that. I use one hand to pull both of his arms towards me and stab a finger in his cheek. I rake his face. Blood flows. Still smells wrong.

I am weakening.

I can feel him struggling to get something. I can’t fight much longer. My strength is already waning.

He pulls something that roars. I feel cold punching through my stomach.

I ignore the armed hand and deflect the other. I put one thumb against his eye and push. With a ghastly crunch, the eyes pop and I bury my fingers to the hilt in his skull. Fluids splurts on my face. The blood in them is…

It smells horrible but there is so much power in there.

It is fading quickly.

I bite deep and take a swallow. The blood is potent, it is also laced with something that ravages my throat. The balance is barely in favor of the blood.

I punch his face, once, twice, three times. The pain catches up to me and I collapse on the mangled corpse. Everything hurts. I have not felt this bad since my death.

Then, all feelings fade.

I feel strange.

Pain is a distant thing and so is the Thirst. I expected to turn into a ravening beast, but it appears that I am, in fact, sated. Wounded, but sated.

I can only draw strength from the red nectar so fast.

The edge of my vision is growing darker and I remember. This is what dying was like, back when it happened the first time. The sensation of slipping, of letting go.

“Nom de Dieu, c’est un cauchemar!”

Ah.

I remember now, we only killed three of the four guards, the mage and I.

“M—Monstre! Démon!”

The last one must have cowered in some corner. I do not blame him. He is growing a spine now, though. He took a knife. He is getting closer.

I absolutely cannot move. I am…so cold.

Slumber calls to me. I could just close my eyes and…forget, and yet dying is a once in a lifetime experience.

Well, twice in my case.

I would rather not miss it.

And now somebody knocks on the ballroom’s door. The guard squeals and jumps like a scalded maid. Heh.

A black woman walks in. A vampire. She is dressed in leather pants and a tight white shirt. How unladylike, although to be fair, she is not baring her midriff to the world like I am.

“Well, color me impressed,” she says with a fanged smile. 


Chapter 10: No Rest for the Wicked

Everything about the woman is predatory. Her walk, her posture, her mouth, they all speak of danger, but also of elegance. I am convinced that many men would deem her worth the risk.

“Who…Who are y—”

The man does not finish his sentence. The newcomer unsheathes a dagger and with a casual swipe, slices his throat open. She did not even grace him with a look.

I can see the tubes, and smell the fouled liquid. How vexing.

I can barely perceive the woman passing by. So very tired. Just need to close my eyes for a moment.

“Stay with me, young one.” 

I blink my eyes open as something straddles me. The woman is here! She rubs her thighs on my stained dress, making herself comfortable. Then, she extends one hand and digs inside my chest.

“Urk!”

“Shhhh, look at me, follow my voice.”

I stare in chocolate brown eyes twinkling with mischief. She is doing something, but I am too weak to act.

“Nothing hurts, it just feels like you are surrounded by fluffy pillows.” 

Something pulls on my stomach, but I feel no pain. A moment later, the strange woman is inspecting a silver ball held in a blood-soaked hand. She whistles.

“Nice catch, darling!” 

Is it? I frown.

“You are comfortable, yes?”

Am I? I guess I am. I feel like taking a nap, but something is holding me conscious. How peculiar.

“So, did you know Jasper, the tracker?”

Who?

“I guess not, sweet cheeks. I’m talking about that mage who almost killed you. I assume it is he, seeing that the head is mostly gone. Nasty man. He had a habit of hunting monsters and people for sport, regardless of guilt. This time, he bit off more than he could chew. Pun intended.”

I see.

“Hmm you are too quiet, my little honey pot. Let me help you.”

She takes out a small canteen from her jacket and empties some of its content around my mouth. The burning sensation I had forgotten is simply washed away. She dabs at the damp spot with a clean tissue. I tentatively lick my lips. I am still sluggish, but now I can talk.

“Good evening.”

The woman looks dumbfounded before exploding into laughter.

“Aaaah my little duckling, so precious! I am Naminata, but you can call me Nami.”

“Nami…”

“So, why are you here anyway? I assume you were not tracking the Tracker.”

Talking is tiring. I slightly turn my head to the broken chair and the corpse besides it.

“Oh, that swine. You are the one who killed him, yes? Well done. I could not have entered this house otherwise.”

She leans forward. The distance between us grows intimate and when she licks her lips, I shudder.

“I know you don’t want to stay with those Lancaster bastards. You want in with us? One word to Kouakou and he will marry you. We could use une autre go, ma petite chérie.” 

Now that my gut is free of bullets, I can feel my body struggle to heal itself. The torpor is receding a bit, replaced by pain and a renewed Thirst. I still cannot do more than shake myself a little.

“Never…again…Gggh! At the mercy…of another.”

The smile falls from her face, to be replaced by regret and a little bit of shame. I recognize her now that my mind is clearer. She was with the representative of Clan Ekon when I escaped the fortress. She stays silent for a while. We do not move. I am starting to drift.

A hand pats my head softly. The sharp claws brush through my hair with a gentle touch, parting the strands without snagging them. The effect is so soothing that I shiver and relax.

“Ssshhh, alright little one. I am sorry. I forgot. Very well, I shall let you go with a little gift. As an apology for my tactless offer.”

My eyes are closed but suddenly I can smell something. It is a fragrance like wet earth and spice, an exotic scent, something to dance and sing to.

“I wonder how it feels. Come on, bite!”

I feel soft skin against my lips. The perfume grows hauntingly strong. I am so Thirsty. This is not exactly what I need, but it will help.

My fangs pierce her skin.

This is so different from a human. There is no rush, no ecstasy of life. I barely get any energy and whatever I obtain feels sluggish. No heartbeat drives vitality into my aching body. What I get instead is power.

If life is the thing that perpetuates my damned existence, what I get now is the essence that lets me do impossible things. I can feel myself growing noticeably more powerful. I suppose that I am so weak now, that every little bit counts.

There was something similar with the mage.

Drinking from magical creatures makes me stronger.

I finally understand the reason why the other spawns are so much more dangerous than me. My Master feeds them the blood of powerful things, and possibly his own. Their quick growth must ravage their mind and turn them into the natural disaster that they are made to be.

How dreadful.

Baudouin said that vampires grow in power with age, implying that the Devourer and his spawns draw power from the things they feed on, much more so than the other bloodlines.

I am not quite sure that this is common knowledge. I am however certain that no one knows how significant that is, here in Louisiana, and I fully intend to keep it that way. I am afraid that some would cull me before I become a threat, if they found out.

“That is enough little one,” says a sultry voice. I obediently lick the wound clean. This experience was far too intimate for my liking. I fear that Nami stole my first kiss, or whatever the vampiric equivalent is. 


“Aaaaah, I so love to walk on the edge! But enough of this, ma chérie. I shall recover Mr. Jasper here, and I will be on my way. A bientôt!” 

With Nami’s departure, something snaps and I immediately lose consciousness.
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“No, please Achille, please!”

“I told you sister, it won’t help.”

A ghastly wind blows through desiccated sugar canes, throwing ash and dust into the air. The sky is so darkened by smoke that I cannot tell the time.

“Please…I am so Thirsty! Please!”

Achille carries the only flask of cold water around. He drinks from it from time to time. I can almost feel it on the tip of my tongue, so tantalizingly close.

“It’s all your fault, you know? If only you had died correctly, we could have had closure, but even this you could not manage.”

A blast of air blows embers on my tattered dress. The red dots settle on me and smoke starts to rise. I can already feel the heat burning my skin. I struggle, but I am restrained. My arms are held up by chains attached to a wooden mast dug deep into the ground. The familiar log cabin taunts me with its safety but it is so far, I can barely see its charred walls. They still stand.

“Achille…”

“You do not believe me. Very well. Try it yourself.”

My brother approaches. His wide shoulder and muscular body used to be a sign of comfort, but now it is a threat. I feel like he would gladly shatter bones and bruise flesh with strikes from his meaty hands, but he does not. Instead, he brings the canteen to my parched lips. Yes! At last!

The cold liquid rushes past my mouth, finally. It tastes like fresh mountain water. I gulp greedily yet nothing happens.

“What?”

“I told you, I told you it would not work. Only pain and misery will sate you now, you horror wearing my sister’s skin. Have it then. Gorge yourself on it. Monster.”

Achille takes out a hunting knife and slowly places it against his jugular.

“Wait! Achille, No! WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?”

The knife slices down and a veritable geyser of blood splashes all over me and the ground. He is going to die if I don’t…I don’t…

I need it, I need it so much. I am hurt, and so very…THIRSTY!
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THIRSTY!

“Ngah!”

Ah, the pain! What? Where is my respite? Where is my minute of introspection?!

I cannot move.

I crack open my eyes. I am attached to my bed by thick ropes that twist around me and the mattress. I am still wearing the remnants of yesterday’s dress under the layers of twine. It smells ripe. My face is coated with dried blood that cracks as I move.

This is amateur work. I can free myself in a few minutes and hunt someone to drink dry. I squirm and the pain redoubles. My stomach lances me so much I could believe I have been shot once more.

Ah, this is it. I must not have healed completely from yesterday’s ordeal. If I had been alive, such a wound would have killed me within an hour. I would have gasped my last in a pool of my own blood and offal.

There are some benefits to this cursed life after all.

I hear footsteps just as I manage to sever the first knots with a talon. The door opens to reveal Lady Moor.

She looks just as majestic as always, scrunching her nose in displeasure. How I hate her and her misplaced arrogance. She would smell like entrails and stale blood too if she got her dainty hands dirty, instead of parading herself in this barely civilized swamp like a peacock and letting others labor for her achievements.

Hussy.

“Is that defiance I see on your face, fledgling?”

This is no time for confrontation. I will escape, and much, much later, I will wipe that expression from her face.

“No, Mistress.”

I will not let arrogance destroy me. I realized yesterday that mortals are fortunate when it comes to pain. There is only so much damage a person can take before one’s body gives up, unless they are under the care of a particularly talented torturer I suppose.

Vampires, on the other hand, can take so much abuse. Enough to drive one insane.

I may be stronger than yesterday but I am still a sparrow to Lady Moor’s eagle. I need much more time before I can even compare. I shall be patient. I must be patient. I will be feared like Master, even if it takes me a thousand years.

I will see that pretentious wench broken before me.

“Baudouin had assured me that you had made yourself useful. However, I now believe that you played him, you filthy little trollop. He does not know your kind as I do, too used to dealing with mortals, I suppose. Now, you will tell me all the dealings you have had with Clan Ekon.”

What?

“I have no arrangement with Clan Ekon.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. None whatsoever.”

“Then how do you explain that Naminata was seen exiting the building we found you unconscious in?”

“This was the first time I saw her since the fortress.”

I explain what happened yesterday with the exception of my increased strength, such as it is.

“You said that you killed this Jasper man? Alone and unarmed?”

“I was not entirely unarmed. I used his throwing knives.”

She scoffs, her carmine lips twisted by disdain.

“Picking up a mortal weapon like a beggar with no dignity? Now this story is suddenly more believable.”

And whose fault is it that I ended up in harm’s way equipped with a shawl? Bah! This woman would not know intellectual honesty if it slapped her in the face with a rotten catfish.

Although…

Did she just imply that she cannot recognize lies from the truth? I was always so scared that she had a way to detect duplicity. She does not. That is tremendous news! It means I can hide my little conspiracy from her. I still have to be careful, for she would not have survived this long without being crafty. Not with that attitude, at least.

“But to expect someone of your lineage to be honest? You must think me daft, girl.”

“I assure you that there are no arrangements between Clan Ekon and myself! I even refused Naminata’s proposal.”

“Hah! I knew it. And what proposal would that be?”

I did not mean to say that. My anger got the best of me yet again.

“To marry Lord Kouakou.”

“Hah! Hahaha, how it must have been tempting, you shameless harlot! Freedom at the tip of this savage’s member? What stopped you? The perspective of only being the second wife?”

“Hsss!”

It appears that Jimena was wrong. Vampires are racist, just not to each other’s face.

“Indeed, it appears that I was mistaken to believe you crafty enough to make such an arrangement. You certainly possess some form of low cunning; however, it is not enough to successfully plot against us.”

I remain silent. I finally see the end of my torment. I just want the insufferable woman to take her leave so that I may hunt in peace.

“A betrayal is not to be borne however, no matter how small. I am quite certain that your addled brain came up with some scheme, and I shall hear of it now.”

“What?”

“You have a plan to escape. You must have, and I will hear it when you are ready to share. Not to worry girl, I brought some light reading to entertain myself while we wait.

You must understand that in my veins runs the blood of kings. Those who have been brought up in such high spheres know the best tools to achieve the intended result, without ever having to sully their hands. In this specific instance, the tool is patience; and so, we shall wait.”

Lady Moor ignores my protests. She sits on my chair, at my own desk and takes a book from a small bag, which she then proceeds to read.

I shuffle in discomfort. My stomach is still quite painful, if not as much as before. My Thirst, however…

It starts from the chest, at the height of my arm. It spreads up and down until it reaches my throat and tummy. It is an itch, a burn, and a craving. There is nothing like it, and no human experience can quite compare.

When I was a child, I held a heavy plate for as long as I could. At first, it felt easy, then uncomfortable, then painful until finally, it became almost unbearable. If I held longer, my entire existence had to be limited to the task.

The situation is somewhat similar, in the same way that being stung by a bee is similar to being stabbed by an enchanted silver dagger.

After a few minutes, I would roll around and fight the bindings openly, the pain in my stomach forgotten. I could not help myself.

After half an hour I was hissing and grunting. Lady Moor had heavy chains brought by a smirking Charlotte , and I was held up like in a cocoon.

After that, I lasted only a few more pages before starting to beg.

“Anything I want?”

“Yes! Yesssss. Just, please. PLEASE!”

“Your arrangements with Clan Ekon, I would hear of them now.”

“THERE ARE NO ARRANGEMENT YOU—ARG!”

“But you do have a place to escape.”

“I…”

“Well?”

“Yes! Yes, damn it, I do. I have a plan.”

“And what is that plan of yours?”

“I have money put away! I will take it and go!”

There is barely enough sanity in me left to throw away my most desperate plan. I will use it as bait, as a sacrifice.

“You STOLE from us?”

“N-no Mistress, I took money from your foes. The people in the warehouse! The swordfish gang, the rapists and the dodgers. I took their money!”

“Pfff! Hahaha oh, a war prize? Oh, this is just too precious. Very well, you might be slightly more cunning than I gave you credit for, but I must ask, how did you expect to survive the following manhunt?”

“Well, there is enough money to take a night coach. I would run afterward.”

“I was referring to the bracer you hare-brained bumpkin.”

“I…”

“Yes?”

“I was going to cut off my arm.”

“Oh. OH! This is just getting better and better. Why, I should thank you for tonight’s entertainment my dear, I have paid fortunes and laughed less. You seriously, seriously intended to mutilate yourself?”

“I…I know we can regrow limbs!”

“That is technically correct, and also completely irrelevant, as expected of you. You simply fail to understand the reality of your existence. You are no true spawn of The Devourer, mad with power and Thirst. You are just a lost fledgling abandoned by her sire who thinks herself tough enough to do what it takes to escape. You are not, and since I am a benevolent Mistress, I will educate you this instant.”

She walks to me and takes out a wicked dagger from what looks like thin air. The weapon is terrifying. It is black as obsidian and strangely curved. I have never seen such a thing before, yet one look at it is enough to know it was designed to slay humans.

She raises it and I flinch but she just frees my hands, and then removes the shackles. The rest of my body remains trapped.

“Well, I had almost forgotten your stench. I only have myself to blame. In any case, take it."

She gives me the dagger hilt first and I grab it before thinking. I could just cut the rest of the rope and get some blood…

“Cut off your arm here and now and I shall let you drink someone dry, then I will give you your freedom.”

“What?!”

“You heard me. Should you successfully cut off your arm, you can leave. This is my blade. It can cut through metal. Even an untrained mortal could decapitate a foe in two strikes using it, so slicing through an arm is a small matter.”

Doubt assails my mind through the numbing Thirst. Could it really be this easy?

“There are no traps. Go on. Try it.”

I extend my left arm and brandish the blade and I realize the issue.

I am terrified of pain.

I have suffered a lot in the past few months, and one would think it would make me used to it. It does not. I do not want to be hurt. I do not want to bleed.

But I must try. I have to. This is my best shot at freedom. I turn my eyes towards the master vampire at my side. She has a patient and slightly condescending look on her face. She seems so certain that it is impossible for me.

I will show her.

I take a deep breath, grit my teeth and move to strike with all the speed and strength I can muster. I will hack down and slice before my brain can register what I have done.

My hand falls down and begins to quake.

Oh. My. God.

“AAAAAAaaaaAAaaaahhh!”

Can’t move. Can’t think. Hurts. Blade grates against the bone, buried deep.

I keep screaming and holding my arm, with the knife still in it, for some time. The agony washes my mind free of anything but the blinding pain itself. The world turns white. There is only suffering.

Eventually, another voice pushes through the dry sobs.

“Well, you managed to reach the bone. Here, let me help a bit.”

A hand pushes the blade down in a resounding crack and I lose consciousness for a few moments. When I come to, the knife is halfway through my arm. Blood slowly seeps on the stained sheets. The only sounds are my whimpers.

“You are halfway there, though arguably this was the easy half. Well, will you continue? Take your time.”

Too much pain. Too much pain and too Thirsty. I should continue, but I simply cannot. It hurts too much.

I am not some hero out of a story, who can just ignore pain and adversity. I am not strong enough.

I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to feel this torment.

It will have to be the Cadiz.

I am only lucky that Lady Moor forfeited a full interrogation in favor of humiliation. It seems that being looked down upon remains my greatest asset, for now. I would feel sorry about myself, but I am in too much agony for even that.

“Should I take it out?”

I nod. Yes, God please, just make it stop. Make everything stop. I feel like crying but I will not let go of the shreds of dignity I am still clinging to.

Lady Moor removes the knife and to her credit, she does it cleanly. The wound does not heal and I vainly hold my mangled arm to prevent more of the precious liquid from flowing away. So Thirsty. I can’t take it anymore.

She drags me to the cattle pens and I feed on two victims one after the other.

Something changed.

I notice that the sky outside of my mind refuge has turned dark. I should perhaps be worried, yet how could a vampire find daylight soothing? This is no more than I deserve.

After we are done, Lady Moor drags me back inside and throws me on the carpet. I can hear a snicker from Harold who watches me from the stairs. Those jackals are ever eager to witness someone else’s humiliation.

“My devoted Melusine tried to turn you into an acceptable Courtier; however you preferred to be with the dregs. Now, unless you want to help with the gauntlet, you will work in a position that suits you better. More specifically, on your back.”

“Gauntlet.” I croak.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Gauntlet.” I repeat with more conviction. Whatever it is, it is still better than the fate she has in mind right now.

If Lady Moor is angered by my refusal, I see no trace of it.

“Very well. The Gauntlet it is.”


Chapter 11: The Gauntlet

One week later

I was mistaken in believing I knew everything about the Lancaster's various businesses. I used my free access to Baudouin’s office to copy a few documents, including quarterly reports to the head of the Lancaster, in old English no less.

I knew about the plantations, the factories and warehouses. I knew about the inns and brothels. I knew about the slave and flesh trades. I even knew about the occasional contraband. Of course, they would hide something so that it is not taxed, and so I did not know about the blood sports.

New-Orleans’ landed gentry is proving to be an utter disappointment.

Their unusual tastes have created a demand for the most horrendous of spectacles. Two to three times per week, men and sometimes even women, are given the opportunity to be freed of debt or punishment in exchange for a night of combat.

Should they survive, of course.

Ladies and gentlemen in expensive suits and domino masks travel by coach to one of Lancaster’s villas, walk through a cleanly cut maze of grass and sit with refreshments on the slope of a Greek-style amphitheater. An entertainer dressed in a toga and a full-face helmet loudly proclaims the night’s program.

The arena also employs a few prizefighters to guarantee some modicum of quality in the art of killing.
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“Hsss…”

I breathe slowly. I do not need air anymore, but there is something in the cycles of breathing that provides the soothing rhythm I need to stay focused.

Inside, the log cabin has changed. It is no longer comically large, like I remember it as a child. The building is simply more spacious with some semblance of furniture. The cot has turned into a bed with a canopy that reminds me of my own, before I became what I am now.

The smell of wood smoke and fresh rain is just as prevalent as before. I let the light of the moon caress my skin from an open window and stare outside to endless fields of thorny trees. I do not recognize their essence and I know they should look menacing but I feel protected. Safe. Nobody will cross this expanse to harm me. They would be turned to bloody shreds in the labyrinthine forest.

I have not stepped outside yet. I am not ready.

I keep breathing. In and out. In and out. I just need to last a little longer. The Thirst will not make me throw myself against the bars. Never again.

I have been here for two weeks, and it only happened twice.

A clanging sound interrupts my meditation. Harold is opening the door to my cell. I can feel his hungry eyes on my body and I am once more thankful to Baudouin for his parting gift. He left clear instructions that I am not to be touched inappropriately, an order that the male vampire has yet to disobey.

When I kill every last one of them, I will be sure to make the human's death painless.

“It’s time.” says the brute.

I adjust my half mask and tighten the leather armor I wear. They are part of my public persona. I am, to the spectators, a Himalayan tribeswoman cursed with a taste for blood who fights without a blade.

Yes.

How they swallowed this much nonsense, I shall never know.

We walk through a short corridor to the arena’s gate. Harold stays mercifully silent the whole time.

Just a few more minutes. I can do it.

The gates open and I cross the threshold. The night smells of sweat, arousal, sand, and stale blood. In front of me, a burly man in a kilt and ancient helmet wipes his wounded shoulder with a stained piece of fabric. The corpse of a starved wolf lies a few feet farther.

“Laaadies and Gentlemen! Demetrius won his daughter’s freedom, can he repeat the exploit for the rest of his family? Will you grant him your favor against theeeeeee Blood Beast?!”

Seriously.

I raise my eyes to the skies and find the purple shape of the Silent Watcher. The twisted heaven grows closer as I am made aware of its presence.

It does not judge. That is all I can perceive and at the moment, it is all that I need. I bask in the eldritch light and savor the simplicity of the eye’s intent.

The raging Thirst slides in the background, if only for an instant. My only valued companion is a gigantic eye in the sky. This says a lot about my current social standing.

“Five lives, I have five lives, who will give me a sixth? No? Five lives it is! May the gaaaaaaame, BEGIN!”

The man grabs a trident and I finally notice a discarded net lying around. Baudouin must have gone for the Roman angle, as I recognize the attire of a Retiarius, a gladiator fighting with this specific equipment. That would make Harold a Lannista, the master of ceremony in a Roman circus, and me an idiot.

The man charges me with a grunt and thrusts the trident awkwardly. I easily push the shaft aside and stab a claw in his shoulder wound before dancing away.

I lick my bloodied finger for all to see.

“And we are one life down already! The Blood Beast teaches yet another lesson!”

The man howls in pain. The crowd roars in approval. I want to consume the prey. He tastes so sweet. Fear does that, it brings life to the surface.

I must remain patient.

My opponents have “lives”. Instead of going for a killing blow, I am to merely hurt them until they run out of it. Spectators can throw money to purchase an additional life for a contender, or they can pay that same amount to remove one.

To win, my foes only have to draw blood.

For me, the game is slightly different. I could finish the fight in an instant by moving, however, I have two objectives: provide entertainment, and spend as little resources as possible doing so. If I rouse the spectators, then Harold lets me feed on the defeated a little bit longer. On off days, the cattle arrives a little bit faster.

If I am defeated, or if I am too fast or too brutal, pain and the Thirst follow.

If Harold punishes me for no reason, I immediately kill my opponent.

There is a balance of terror in our relationship. I successfully made myself too valuable to kill and too difficult to control.

The failed Retiarius finally recovers from the pain and grabs the trident firmly with two hands, like an oversized sword. He swings at me menacingly a few times, but I do not move. I can recognize the most obvious feints now. Out of patience, the man swings at my head and I dodge down and forward to close the distance.

He reacts in an instant by dropping the unwieldy weapon and punching forward. He is much faster now, and I barely manage to block. The impact pushes me back. My arm stings a bit. He immediately jumps on me but this time, I was expecting it. I sidestep his bull rush and stab a talon in his side as he goes by. Not too deep.

The man and the crowd roar at the same time as I lift a finger high. I lick it again. Hmm. I cannot wait much longer.

“And that is two! Is hope quickly fading for Demetrius? Can he make the monster bleed?”

Monster is a code word by the announcer to tell me to slow down. Drag the fight. I am so Thirsty, surely they would understand?

As Demetrius stands up, a heavy object buries itself at his feet with a thud. Silence descends upon the arena.

Throwing objects, and particularly weapons inside is ground for removal, who would dare to…

Ah.

A petite woman in a blue dress and a checkered mask waves her hand at me. Her crimson hair bobs up and down with her giggles.

Melusine.

The announcer recovers faster than me.

“Mistress! Do you grace Demetrius with your blessing?”

She waves lazily and sits down. The dismissal is so well done that all the attention returns to him and forces his hand.

“Very well! Demetrius, you have been given a second chance. Do not disappoint this noble assembly!”

I watch, speechless, as the gladiator picks up the massive knife and draws another one from his boot. So, not a Retiarius gladiator anymore. A Dimachaerus? Those are the ones who use two swords if I remember properly.

I fall back before my opponent. It is obvious that he knows how to use those. His posture is different and he feels so confident. I see no opening. I dodge a slice, another.

On the third, I try to grab his arm but his second blade lashes out. I barely avoid the bite. His moves are much more conservative and efficient.

Melusine broke the rules to make the fight more difficult and I know well that she will receive no more than a slap on the wrist for this transgression.

I slip to the side and sprint to my left. Demetrius easily keeps up with me, then I reverse course and rush forward. Caught off-guard, the gladiator stumbles. His weight makes it harder for him to change direction quickly. As I pass him by, he slashes the air. The blade slides against my armor with a scratch, a glancing blow that draws no blood.

I roll forward and grab the discarded trident. As he jumps at me again, I swing the massive weapon and smash it against his side. He crumples in a heap.

The crowd yells in approval, delighted at my quick thinking, such as it is.

“Oooooh, it appears that our valiant Demetrius still looks down upon the blood maiden! Three down, two left!”

I lick the outer prong. Very little blood. Not sharp. Soon. Have to wait.

“The trident is not yours.”

Once again, Melusine’s voice silences the intoxicated mob.

Oh no, she did not.

I am not to speak so instead, I tilt my masked helmet to the side, hold the polearm like a javelin and throw it at her.

Melusine’s eyes widen in disbelief behind her checkered mask. She barely manages to fall to her side and the weapon hits the stone behind her with a loud clang. I threw it shaft first, as a precaution.

Yup, it's yours now. Your move, you insufferable daughter of a hag.

Melusine shivers in rage but she already broke the rules twice for her own enjoyment. She is on thin ice, and she knows it. Fuming, she sits back down and I turn to the prostrate gladiator with a small scoff.

I make sure she notices.

Now that my anger dies down, the Thirst once more takes over. The wait is the worst. I am easily distracted from the craving but I do need something to focus on.

I walk a bit and when my preparation is done, I stand in front of the panting gladiator.

I wait. Perhaps I cracked his ribs?

“You bitch!”

It is always the same insults with them. No lily-livered wenches, no unable worms and three-fold fools. Has no one told them that variety is the spice of life?

“F-for my boy!” he says as he stands up, quite audibly too.

The crowd erupts in cheers. The narration of the moment crystallizes in their sick minds.

Here is the criminal with the good heart fighting for his family's freedom. There, the cold maiden from the tribe at the dawn of time, the remnant of an archaic world where the fairer sex could wield blades as sharp as their tongue.

I care not. I am Ariane, I am my own. I will live, I will go home. All those who stand in my way, be they saints or criminals, I will devour.

The man rushes me again but he is slowing down. I easily dodge his slices by moving backwards and to the side. I leave my hands behind my back to everyone’s amusement. Finally, he corners me then overextends and I throw the net I was hiding that whole time.

There is an art to throwing a net. You have to make sure it is as wide as can be when it lands.

Demetrius recoils in panic and raises his hand in reflex. The net wraps around him beautifully and I draw a furrow in his left cheek with a talon. Yes. We are finally reaching the conclusion to this farce.

The crowd is silent now as the last act is about to open. The desperate man fumbles for a while and finally manages to get free. He immediately rushes me with a desperate roar. I stand my ground as the crowd watches with bated breath. When the knives reach me, I step backwards and grab both arms, let myself fall, put a foot against his belly and push.

That is a neat trick.

The big man is propelled like a derailed locomotive and crashes against the arena’s wall in a fracas of metal. I am on him in an instant. I lock one arm with a leg, the other with my right arm. I pull his head back and bite deep.

Finally.

Wait. No, this is wrong! I know that stench! That Jasper ruffian used the same concoction! How…

A mage potion? How? When?

There on the ground, a glass vial. He must have drunk it as he was fumbling under the net. But who would give it to him?

I spit out. Livid, I turn around and point an accusatory finger at Melusine. She was bent forward in anticipation! I knew it!

“YOU WHORE! YOU TAINTED THE BLOOD!”

Whispers and murmurs break among the crowd, growing in a crescendo. How dare she! How dare she pollute the precious substance!

Pain from the bracer makes me collapse. Harold comes and picks me up before retreating to the corridor.

I need it. I need it, need it, need it.

When Harold brings me another prisoner, it takes all my self-control not to kill the whimpering sod on the spot.

Two weeks later

There are no signs of Melusine, and I can only assume that she was reprimanded for her idiotic display. Fights remain difficult but I am fed enough to remain sane. Mostly.

Three weeks later

The man facing me is an old French sailor with graying hair and nose flattened by repeated fractures.

“Non, you must move better. I show.”

Marius is quite popular with the crowd, especially when he uses a ridiculous harpoon as a spear. He fights dirty and I learn a lot from him. We have an off night and I want to pick up a few tricks. God knows I could do better. This is unladylike, but I will do almost anything to survive.

Four weeks later

Marius is dead. He was killed by a downed debtor who stabbed him in the back after the fight had ended. On a positive note, I got to drink the shameless prick dry. I had a new fighter, an Italian lout, show me how to use a knife.

Five weeks later

The Italian lout made a name for himself as “Benedetti”. His knife-wielding technique and rakish looks apparently made him popular with widowed female spectators. I am fighting a bit less as a result. We also picked up a coolie called “Long”. He calls himself a “Martial artist”. He moves well but fights too clean.

Six weeks later

I lost my first match in a while against a desperate fighter, a cavalryman of some repute apparently. He managed to stab my arm using a suicidal attack. The crowd loved it. I think he may even survive. 

Seven weeks later

I wake up to a familiar ceiling of red bricks. There are four hundred and ninety-six of them, to be precise. Entertainment is sparse here.

The cell is made of three brick walls and one made of metal bars to allow my captors a full view of my quarters, such as they are. The only saving grace is that I do not need to visit the lavatories, nor is it difficult to keep clean. No sweaty armpit, no dead skin for this young vampire. No moon blood either.

Even my costume is cleaned after every fight by a terrified maid. There is very little cause for me to undress, and I have so far managed to clean myself at record speed and therefore avoided any spectator.

“I am Ariane, I am my own, I will survive, I will go home.”

I repeat the sentences every night, though my heart is not in it these days. I have achieved something I thought would have been impossible after waking up with no pulse.

I am bored.

I know, on an intellectual level, that I am in mortal danger. I also know that I am a prisoner, and yet my life has become routine. There are only a few variations. Sometimes, I am let out to practice with other gladiators as a reward for good behavior.

I learn to move better, I learn where it hurts and what my body can do, but that barely covers an hour. Sometimes, I fight, and although it can be entertaining it is over too quickly. The rest of the time, there is nothing to do.

I asked for a book and they brought me a bible. I suppose this was a crude attempt at humor. I remember the cross on the men of the order of Gabriel and their dreadful effects on me. However, when I opened my own copy, nothing happened despite the holy symbol on the cover.

I thought that reading this most august of works would shed some new light on the world, now that I am aware of the existence of unnatural creatures. Sadly I found little of interest. It appears that a lot of the content is about who begat who and which tribe camped where.

Disappointing.

Two sets of footsteps approach my door. Harold comes into view, dragging a reluctant woman in a maid uniform. He opens the door and shoves her in. I approach slowly and she offers her neck, however as I draw closer, she seizes my arm.

I do not show any surprise and when we are done, she leaves without a word. I open the folded paper she placed in my hand to read its content.

Do not let him transform.

The message bears no signature and I do not recognize who wrote the blocky letters. A moment later, Harold returns with a fresh armor. No helmet this time.

“Put it on, and hurry.”

As I walk to the arena, I know something has changed. Winter is here. The air tastes colder and more quiescent, and the whispers and laughter of the crowd have fallen silent. When my feet tread the sand, I glance around in surprise.

The rowdy crowd has been replaced by my so-called benefactors. Lady Moor sits in the middle, in a comfortable throne. Baudouin and Melusine are on either side. The redheaded hag is smirking gleefully and I am now convinced my opponent will be a difficult one.

Lady Moor glowers down at me.

“Let the mercenary…” she stops. Melusine leans towards her and whispers a few things. Moor considers her words for a moment before nodding in assent.

“You are correct, this is not technically against the rules. Inform Mr. Vauttier that he may start turning right away.”

Harold nods and crosses to the other gate. A moment later, dreadful cracks and groans emerge from the darkened corridor in front of me.

What in the world is happening?!

The abominable noises continue for half a minute and culminate in a sound that freezes the blood in my veins: a primal roar of utmost savagery. The sound reverberates in the closed space. Birds take flight in the distance and the world around me holds its breath.

A clattering of claws on cold stone announces the arrival of a creature of nightmare. Dark grey skin covers every muscular inch of a chimera between man and wolf. Even when hunched, it stands taller than me by half and its long and powerful hands end in claws that completely dwarf mine.

What in the name of God is that thing?!

I am supposed to fight that!?

The creature’s yellow eyes fall on me and in the same instant it jumps, and I move. I sidestep the beast, slide under its extended arms and rake my talons across its powerful sides.

It feels like carving into stone!

The monster’s hands grab air and before it can turn around, I rush from behind and kick its lower back. I used this move before to shove an unbalanced opponent into the wall with some success. Now? It feels like hitting a pile of bricks.

The creature turns around and slices the air where I was standing an instant before. It misses me by a breath. That thing is fast, almost as fast as me unless I move. That said, I am not giving a show anymore.

I am well fed, and I do not have to give quarter.

I draw into a deep part of me, the predatory aspect that ignores all rationality. The Lancasters fade away, the locked doors fade away. There is only me and the prey.

BIG, RESILIENT. INFLICT CRITICAL DAMAGE. NO DRAGGING OUT.

The monster rushes me, this time it stops beyond my reach and lashes out towards my torso. I move, using the same jump I used to hit the mage.

The enemy misses, but its arm brushes against my leg and I am propelled off course. I barely manage to swipe my target on the side of his head before ending up at its back again. This time, the creature howls in pain and reaches for the ruin of its left eye. I do not wait. I jump on it and dig both hands in its jugulars, then I pull.

To no avail.

My talons are stuck in the rock-hard skin. I fight and struggle in vain for an instant then the monster’s claws hit my midriff and throw me away.

There is a horrible shredding sound when my claws are torn from his arteries, and another when my body is sent flying.

Are those my guts?

Oh my God, it is, oh my God oh my GoD tHis…

ThiS is noT alRigHt.

In a panic, I try to pull my intestines back as fast as possible while the beast coughs and hacks. I am almost done when it turns to me.

Don’t think about it Ariane, don’t think about knowing what touching your own organs feels like. Gah!

The beast jumps again. So much blood! It killed itself when it wrestled me, slit its own throat.

I just need to last a little longer!

It steps forward and…

Hmmm, such a tantalizing bouquet!

I wilL paRtaKe of it.

The creature lurches at me, then strikes. I move for the third and last time tonight, dodging strike after strike with one hand against my stomach until eventually, I stumble.

What? Why?

I look down to my blood-drenched form. The wound is not closing at all. I am bleeding out!

Using my distraction, the monster grabs my left arm and pulls. The pain is renewed as I feel things come out that should have stayed in. So strong! I manage to lift my right hand so the beast’s other arm clamps on my torso instead.

The pain is almost enough to make me faint, only panic and my will to live keep me off the edge.

It opens a hellish maw, filled with serrated fangs.

Oh God! It is going to eat me!

No!

I grab its lower jaw and pull it towards me. The beast’s mouth bites on my fingers and a new pain joins the other, but I had enough time. The creature did not expect this. No prey wants to get closer.

My mouth sticks to the gaping wound on its throat and I start drinking. The beast shivers, it is already too late.

A rush of power and life unlike anything I have ever felt crashes against my mind. There is no time to think about any cabin, no time to prepare. I am just washed away. I grab it as it struggles, with renewed strength. It tries to get away, but it is far too late.

I hold on to it and drink without stopping. And then, I see something.
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Night. The hunt. I see something on the vale under the light of the full moon. It is an abomination devouring a child! I shoot. It jumps at me. I run. I reach a house. I reach the cellar door. Something bites my ankle but I turn and stab it in the eye. I run in. The beast is too large to follow me.

Night. The hunt. Blood sings through my veins as I howl in triumph. The pale prey and their pathetic mounts lay dismembered around me.

Morning. Regret. Grief. Shame. Exile.
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I push away from the carcass and take a deep breath in. This was incredible! It does not compare to my master of course, but it was the closest to have come to it. I hear a suction noise and look down. Under the grime and congealing blood, I am unharmed.

Silence reigns over the arena. Melusine’s face is a mask of stupefaction while Moor is contemplative. Baudouin is pale and sweaty.

“It’s not fair! My Lady, this is a draw!” 

“Unless I’m mistaken, your candidate is a stiff. How is that a draw?”

“Enough! Do not argue in public. Melusine, do not be ridiculous. Take the loss and go.”

“But…”

Lady Moor’s image blurs and I hear a loud smack at the same time as Melusine’s face moves back. She collapses in a heap and coughs blood.

Oh.

OH.

Let this moment be engraved in my memory until the end of times. Melusine’s pretty face with the imprint of someone’s hand on it and blood dripping down her poisonous mouth. Whatever God favors us vampires, praise be to thee. Hah!

Torpor hits me like a hammer. I fed a lot and took a lot of damage in a very short time. I can barely keep to my feet. I look up to the Silent Watcher as I am dragged away.

“Did you enjoy it too?”
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Pale light shines on the meadow. In the semi-darkness, everything looks the same shade of grey except for scarlet droplets. I smirk and shoulder the smoking musket. With a trail that obvious, who needs bloodhounds?

I stride forward with haste, lest my prey end up in some other animal’s belly. It is a swamp rabbit of prodigious size! Wait until I show it to Papa. I will surely break his and Achille’s records. Ariane Reynaud, greatest hunter of House Reynaud, here I come!

The trail goes over ferns and through bushes, and I follow. In less than a minute I start to hear wood snapping and a whimper of pain. Hah, so close.

Here it is, my prey. Such a huge rabbit it is!

“No amiga, please! Do you not recognize me?”

I take out my hunting knife to finish it off humanely. One slice and it will bleed out nicely.

“No, Ariane, please, Ariane I beg you! ARIANE, NO!”

There, all nice and proper. I lick the blood a bit, because it tastes so divine. Not bad!

Now I just have to bring the carcass to the camp and weigh it. After I am done gloating, I shall allow Achille to gut and skin it for me.

There is just something most peculiar about its empty eyes, staring at nothing. It is almost as if…
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“GAH!”

By all the saints in paradise, what is it with these inane dreams! How awful. Who in their right mind would hunt at night in the bayou? Preposterous. Strutting around in the dark, in the marshlands is a sure-fire way to get bitten by an alligator and drown in some murky pond. I would not be caught dead doing something this senseless.

There is, of course, the small matter of the murder of my best friend. Unfortunately, I expect nothing else from those nightmares.

I lay there in relative peace. I am fully healed from yesterday’s fight and clean, and though my quarters are nothing comfortable, there is a pleasant feeling to just staying in bed.

Inevitably, the Thirst lets itself known and like clockwork, two sets of footsteps approach my cage. When my donor comes into view, it takes all my self-control not to jump in joy. I school my expression as the door opens, as the donor slips something with the glint of gold in Harold’s hand and as he leaves us alone. When I hear a shutting door though, I let myself smile warmly.

“Good evening Aintza.”

The Cadiz have finally made contact.


Chapter 12: Acte I Scène Finale

“Lo siento señorita. Time is short, and you must listen.”

I shiver as Aintza’s warm breath tickles my ear. We are sitting on my cot and I find her gesture distracting.

“We finally have an opportunity to force your escape. Unfortunately, it will have to be tomorrow. Is there anything that you can give us to justify our help? Please, my mistress wants to assist you, but her hands are tied.”

“Would a list of clan Lancaster’s holdings, contracts, and associates do? It is quite comprehensive.”

Aintza’s eyes widen in surprise.

“Truly, you have gathered this much?”

“Indeed.”

“You are a prisoner, however. Do you have it secure somewhere?”

“Yes, and I shall give it to you, but I must ask,” I add warily, “what stops you from taking the document and leaving?”

“Señorita Ariane, you know of my mistress. Do you truly expect her to behave in such a shameful way?”

“I suppose not.”

“You can ask me again after you have fed, to assuage any doubt.”

“Will I not be fighting your Mistress for influence over you?”

Aintza shakes her head with a light smile.

“Please, let us do it. Everything will be made clear.”

I embrace the shorter woman, who obediently bares her throat. Unmarred skin greets me and the offering is just too tempting. I flick my tongue and she shivers and moans.

Hmm, that was most lewd, and now I feel somewhat uncomfortable.

“Please…please!” she urges me on.

Am I being molested? Bah, quickly, let me feed and think of this no more!

As I stand in my refuge, I realize something incredible. I am tied to the diminutive woman by a bond we forged months ago. That means that Jimena hasn’t touched her companion in that long! That also explains why she could reach me without being recognized as another clan’s human. There is no trace on her of the touch of another vampire besides my meager own.

I can only applaud the squire’s restraint and the servant’s loyalty. It also means that she has been prepared to infiltrate the Lancaster clan since before I even entered their service. My vampire friend truly is a woman of honor. I am sure this separation has cost them dearly.

I pull away long before I must. There is something too intimate about this experience that I am uncomfortable with. Aintza’s rosy cheeks and the smell of her arousal are enough to convince me that she and Jimena may entertain a Sapphic relationship. Oh dear.

“Ask me again.”

“Hmm, do you and Jimena intend to save me?”

“Yes, you will be free tomorrow night. We have a plan. They will think you dead, and thus will not pursue.”

“And what is that plan, if I may ask?”

“Hm, I want to tell you, but Jimena said that it will not work then.”

I want to question her more, but the sound of Harold’s footsteps dissuades me. I quickly write a few directions to one of my hideouts for her. Time matters not. I have waited for six months. I can wait one more night. I can almost feel it. I am Ariane, I am my own, I will survive and tomorrow, I will head home, to freedom.

I follow Harold through the maze in a dress reminiscent of what Melusine had worn during our extremely short sparring session. The warden turns back to me every five seconds, frowning at my bare arms. No shackles for this vampire! I can only assume that wherever we go, I may not appear as a slave.

Harold fully expects me to make a run for it. I have taken his measure, and I am far from confident that I could escape him, and so I am patient. I will not endanger Jimena’s plan for a harebrained scheme.

A short time later, I climb into a carriage and settle down as it leaves. Lady Moor sits opposite me, wearing the finest white robe. She stares at me with an assessing gaze. I feel measured, weighted and judged.

“Good evening Ariane.”

I bow slightly to return the courtesy. Vampire society is ruthless, yet polite. Manners and rules are more important, it seems, when everyone can remove spines from torsos with their bare hands.

“Lady Moor, greetings.”

“It seems that I have misjudged you. Baudouin’s assessment was mostly correct after all.”

My eyes widen in shock. This sounded suspiciously like a compliment and an apology! Or, at least, as close to one as this stuck-up, arrogant twit can manage.

They must be desperate.

“This leads us to tonight. Clan Ekon has issued a formal challenge, to be witnessed by clan Roland.”

“A challenge, my Lady?”

“The slave trade is picking up and those jackals want in on it. Nothing to concern yourself over.”

She waves a hand dismissively.

“As the provoked party, we had the choice of the form of the duel. What do you know about vampire conflicts?”

“Nothing.”

“I see. I would have hoped that Melusine would have taught…bah, it matters not. There are several forms of formal resolutions. I am sure that Kouakou would have preferred to fight me in a duel, but I will not sully my hands wielding a blade against that savage.”

I highly suspect "that savage” would give her a proper and well-deserved spanking.

“And so we will rely on champions. By rule, it cannot be a member of our House. In this desolate place, it would mean an expensive mercenary or a duelist. You have already slain Melusine’s contender and so you are our best candidate. Win for us, and I will officially let you become Baudouin’s right hand.”

Desperate indeed! Oh, but I must not look too eager lest she suspects something.

“Should I accept, I want to have the right to possess a weapon and a proper bedroom.”

“Yes, yes indeed. You will be given Caitlynn’s free room. She died during the raid on the fortress. You will also be paid handsomely and be allowed to carry a blade, and before you ask, no, I cannot have someone representing my clan walk around with a musket. Women do not carry muskets around town! Just leave it be!”

She knows me so well. I am amused to realize that “Musket” is “Fire staff” in the tongue of Akkad.

“You have a deal, my Lady.”

“Excellent! Now, as the offended party, you have the freedom to choose the weapon.”

I let Moor tell me about strategy with only half an ear. Now that the bracer is off, I feel so giddy.

In short order, we stop in front of a derelict theater with a Spanish façade of pitted stone. I walk in flanked by Harold and we reach an opulent entrance of yellow stone and red curtains. Two curved stairs lead upward to a circular promenade while a set of doors stands in front of us. Corridors open here and there, basked in shadows. Belying the decayed exterior, everything here is spotless. Without a word, Harold leads me to a narrow passage while Moor struts proudly forward. I follow him through twisted alleys, barely lit by the errand candle.

Freedom, so close I can taste it.

Harold opens a set of doors and the golden light of torches shines on a renovated opera house. The lodges have been left intact, but the ground has been entirely replaced by a sand arena. This must be where they hold blood games during the winter.

I can feel quite a few vampires in the tribunes, as well as a smattering of mortals. A small gathering lies ahead of us.

The silence is eerie.

Lady Moor and Lambert stand on one side, while Naminata and the man I recognize as Lord Kouakou stand on the other. The twins who were Gaspard’s subrdinates back at the fortress are in the middle. I meet my savior’s eyes and she lowers them with sadness.

Uh?

I expected her to be more playful.

“I present to you our champion, Ariane of Clan Nirari.”

“There is no Clan Nirari,” retorts a frowning Kouakou.

“Then unaffiliated, not that it matters,” says Lady Moor with a smirk. 

One of the twins raises his hand and both sides fall silent. Both are men with very light brown hair, brown eyes, and tan skin. They are rather short and have the muscles I would associate with dancers. They wear an identical beige ensemble and the whole effect is decidedly monochromatic.

“The Lancaster is correct Lord Kouakou. There were no restrictions on champion selection when you both agreed. A vampire from another house lent for the occasion is completely acceptable.”

I freeze in horror. Oh dear. I finally understand. So caught in the perspective of freedom, I ignored Aintza’s drunken remark. “They will think you dead,” she said.

Oh no.

This is going to be most painful.

“On this auspicious remark, let me present to you my representative: Squire Jimena of Clan Cadiz.”

I hear a sharp breath intake coming from Moor. She clearly did not see that coming.

“Since when are you a Cadiz lackey, Kouakou!? I thought—!”

“You thought our argument over the cane farms was unresolved, yes, I know.”

Lady Moor falls silent and I use this opportunity to stare at Jimena as she approaches. I thought I looked good in that strange battle dress I wear, yet she puts me to shame. She is regal in a form-fitting leather cuirass. Elaborate metal bracers adorn her forearms and her hand rests on the pommel of a sword of exquisite make.

“Both champions are approved. The parties may regain their seats.”

The others retreat and I am left with the twins and my opponent. Jimena’s face is a frozen mask.

The second twin turns to me:

“Ariane, as the offended party, the choice of arms is yours.”

“If I may?”

We both turn to Jimena.

“I advise you to choose a blade, young one. There is no need to make this worse than it is.”

How are they so serious?

“I am afraid she is right, young one.”

“Very well, I choose swords.”

One of the twins leaves and shortly comes back with a pair of identical dueling blades, made of silver without adornments. I pick one and Jimena, the other.

“This duel is to the death. You may begin when the door is shut.”

Hold on, what!? To the death!?

The twins leave at a leisurely pace.

“Do not let your circumstances dishearten you young Ariane, do your best to kill me.”

Then the door closes behind the judges.

Oh dear.

I am sure she has a plan, and she was quite clear that I use this sword to the best of my abilities.

“Fight me, Ariane.”

Very well.

I move, I try to swat her blade aside and lean in for a thrust, but she just lowers her blade then swipes it back up to deflect my blow. I keep moving more and more.

Every attack is deflected, every feint is ignored until I turn it into a real attack that is, and then it is blocked. I rush at Jimena like an enraged mantis and she dodges by the barest of margins. Sometimes, she ripostes but her moves are transparent, and I parry without difficulty.

I accelerate to the limits of my power and already the Thirst is back in strength. I try to grab her, I try to claw her. I try to kick and punch her. I attack her arm and legs. Nothing works.

This fight has lasted longer than the fight against werewolf. I have completed no less than five quick sequences and am approaching my limits when something odd happens.

My head lurches, I stumble. My mind pops like a soap bubble. Every desire to fight evaporates and strength abandons me. My arms fall, the blade rolls on the floor.

“Huh?”

What is going on? I am trying to think through a thick wall of cotton.

Ah.

There is a blade in my heart. Thick red blood flows freely to my feet. There is so much of it.

Jimena approaches me with sorrow clear on her face.

Is it over, just like that?

There was a plan? No?

Her talons reach my throat.

No?

With a ripping sound, she tears something and my vision falls to black with the sound of polite applause.
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Night reigns absolute in the thorn forest. Vines as thick as my legs twist and cross from all sides. They are covered in massive spines that could punch through a skull.

It is getting colder.

I walk and the vegetation moves aside to let me through. Even when I know my skin should be shredded by the contact, I receive instead the briefest of caresses. It is not enough to give me courage.

It is still getting colder.

I hug myself to stave off the frigid air in vain. I should be home, but I do not know the way. I am lost. Papa must be worried. Perhaps he is already looking for me.

The stars, if I see the stars then I will at least know where the North lies!

As if by magic, I immediately reach a clearing of packed earth. There are stars above but they are too indistinct, I recognize no constellation. I know in my heart that something is missing, but what?

Ah yes, I know. Of course, silly me, there is always the Silent Watcher!

A veil parts and the ominous orb stares at me in unknowable serenity. Somehow, its presence feels sharper today.

My mind is like taken and flung across the earth. The jolt is enough to wake me up from my trance.

I am stunned. What just happened? But wait, there is no time to lose. I am dying. It is not the false death of our sleep but the true end that no one can come back from. I need to move, to fight. I stand up and sprint towards the cabin. I do not need to see it to know where it is. We are, after all, in my psyche.

A cold wind picks up and roars behind me. The forest twists and shakes to hold it back, in vain. I need to go faster. Suddenly, an enticing scent reaches my nostrils: blood most potent.

It smells incredible. I run even faster. I need it. Such vitality, such life, I must make it my own. It is simply irresistible.

I finally reach the log house and crash through the door.
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I come to with a gasp and terrible cough.

AWAKE. THIRSTY. WOUNDED.

An incredible treat in my mouth and down my throat. Delicious. So strong. Not enough. Prey ahead, chained and whimpering. I reach the prey. I drink deep. Rush of life. No pleasure, too hurt.

It dies.

I take a deep breath and cough. Blood droplets splatter on the bound corpse in front of me and my shoes. The battle dress’ front is completely red. The hole in my chest is already closed and I understand.

Jimena barely clipped my heart; even then the damage was massive. I understand the look on Gaspard’s face as he died. I haven’t felt this helpless since the night I met Him.

My throat still pains me. I cough again to try and clear the airway. More of the crimson liquid drips from my lips.

I take stock. I am in some wooden shed devoid of anything but the corpse of the tied man, a backpack and an oiled envelope on top of it. I approach the bag and notice a sheathed silver knife. Unbidden, a smile reaches my lips. She did it, Jimena did it! I am free!

“Ahhh!”

Someone just screamed outside, I am not completely free it seems.

I approach the door in silence and stare through the keyhole. I am in a courtyard occupied by two people. The first one is Aintza and the second one is Charlotte. The bovine woman is holding the servant’s hand. Two fingers are already bent at an unnatural angle.

Curses, what should I do? If I come out, I may be found out and this will have all been for nothing, assuming I even survive, and yet, not intervening feels wrong. I have a debt of gratitude towards Jimena and Aintza. I am not foolish enough to assume that we made a fair deal. They went to great length to guarantee my escape.

Aintza is begging now. She might be slain. Curse it all. This shall not stand. I would never be able to face my friend if I let it happen.

I will have to risk it.

I open the door and the hinges squeal like a stuck pig. So much for discretion.

Charlotte turns her piggish face to me and erupts in triumph.

“Hah, I knew it! You thought you could outsmart old Charlotte? You will not escape our service so easily. Wait until the Lady hears of this, your punishment will be exemplary! To return our gratitude—”

“So the Lady does not yet know?” I say in a gravelly voice.

“No, but soon we shall all—”

“So only you are aware of this scheme?” I smile, making sure to show my fangs. This blood that was poured down my throat and the man that followed sated me, but the repairing damage is keeping the torpor at bay. I feel awake, strong, and quite happy. I am free, and now Charlotte comes to me without anyone knowing? This is just the cherry on the cake.

I watch outrage and pride turn to hesitation then to fear. Yes, realize now your predicament you brainless excuse of a frigid ham.

“Y-you would not dare.”

I step closer, slowly so that she does not panic. I do not want to run after her.

I stop at arm’s reach.

“I am this close to escaping, you fat sow. Only your wagging tongue stands between me and freedom so I ask you: why not?”

She turns to run and I move. The silver knife slides between her ribs and my hand on her neck buries her ugly mug in the dirt. She is so slow and pathetic. Turning your back to your opponent while they are so close? It is tantamount to suicide.

I adjust my grip and bring the blade out. She cries briefly and I use the distraction to stab her in the heart.

Her struggle immediately seizes. I hear a whimper as I drag her neck up.

“In life as death, you were ever at the bottom, cur.”

I drink her dry. When I stand up, a weak blue light starts to consume her lifeless body. I feel like I am watching a log disintegrate.

Even her taste was disappointing. Truly, a waste of essence to the very end. Oh well.

I turn to Aintza. She stepped away from the fight and is currently cradling her wounded hand. Her face is pale but resolute.

“Aintza—”

"You must leave Ariane, or you will risk us all.”

“Will you be alright?”

“Yes, do not worry, this is not my first time running a scheme for Jimena.”

“She does seem too honest for her own good.”

“There is not a devious bone in her whole body.” She adds with a warm smile and dreamy eyes. She loves her. If I had any doubts before, there are none now. Even with the bonds formed from our recent bite, Jimena is still the most precious person in the world to the petite woman. I feel a pang of jealousy in my heart but I quickly suppress it. I do not need it. I do not want it.

“I shall take my leave then. Thank you, both of you, for everything.”

“Godspeed Lady Ariane. Read the letter with attention, it contains everything you need to know.”

I nod and rush away into the night. After six months of servitude, I am finally free.

I made it. And now, I am going home.


Chapter 13: Homeward

The town of Montfort where I grew up is about two-thirds of the way between New Orleans and Baton Rouge. It took us a day of riding to come here, back when I was alive. Tonight, it only took me two hours of running to reach the outskirts.

I should have died. Even if my heart was barely clipped and my head still mostly attached, the grievous wounds I suffered should have been the end of me. Instead, I was given a few swallows of blood so potent, so incredibly strong that it amplified my healing and is even now carrying me forward.

I have run before and any exertion quickly led to Thirst. This time, I ride on the wind of boundless energy, a well of vitality that just goes on forever. Even now, I feel sated.

I do not understand what I was given; I only know that I had never heard of something similar. Whatever I was gifted, it was both rare and precious. One more debt to add to the pile.

I slow down as I recognize familiar houses. At this time of the night, the roads are completely empty and with clouds covering the night sky, even someone staring out of their windows would be hard-pressed to notice me. I still walk through fields and copses of trees to reach the back entrance of my house. I do not want to take any chances.

I reach the first of my family’s cane fields. Winter is almost here so they lie empty and desolate. I keep walking. Wet earth and trees give me the peculiar smell I associate with home and I stop.

I have done it. My primary purpose, the goal I aimed for since I woke up under the fortress has been fulfilled. I held to this feeling, this idea of freedom and heading home to keep my sanity and determination in situations that could have broken me and left me helpless. I now realize that I have no idea how to proceed now that I have achieved those priorities. Those were not plans that could be implemented, they were ideals without follow up.

I sit down on a tree stump.

What do I want?

I am a monster. My family will know sooner rather than later, should I try to go back to my old life. Worse, the news of my return would spread far and wide and I might as well just send a missive to the Lancaster and the order of Gabriel to show up to my house with a sharp blade and a silver spike.

I do not want to stay. I still want to know how my father and brother are faring. They need this closure as much as I do.

I do not want to die.

I do not want to be a slave.

All those are negative desires. They are an absence of things. They are not goals I can strive towards.

At a loss, I decide to read Jimena’s letter. She might have provided some good advice. I take out the heavy envelope from my larger backpack and open it. I note in passing that it is coated in something, to protect it from liquids, no doubt. They really thought of everything.

The first line is a series of strange runes, all wedges, and sharp angles. It looks like someone stabbed the paper and the ink is black blood seeping from the wound. I blink and the meaning becomes obvious.

Blood sister, if you can read and write the tongue of Akkad, please use it from now on in our correspondence.

I do not even question how the knowledge ended up in my mind.

The rest of the writing is in English. Jimena’s letters are identical and evenly spaced. The paper does not have a single blot, which is no less than I expected from that straight arrow of a woman.

“My dear Ariane,

The first thing you need to do upon reading these words is to get away from the city. Avoid the entire region around New-Orleans like the plague, and give Baton-Rouge a wide berth! You must not attract the notice of our peers, at least for a good ten years. Do not let our efforts be in vain, for I will be unable to rescue you a second time.

The second thing I need to tell you is to be careful if you head home. I do not blame you, for we have all done it. May the experience be kinder to you than it was to me. For the same reason, be careful not to be noticed and for the love of all you hold dear, do not try to live your old life.

You cannot trick the humans for long and if the vampires do not notice, the order of Gabriel will. Do not be fooled by their failure at the fortress. They are an efficient and ruthless lot, and they have been the end of many a fledgling. Underestimate them at your peril.

Now that I assume you are safe and away, I would like to impart a few notions upon you. Your first priority is to survive for another year and a half. As a new fledgling, you require a lot of sustenance. You will need to drink deep every night and finding the blood is not easy. You may feed off lone travelers, outlaws, and escapees with relative ease. Small villages may offer a hunting ground, but only for a single night.

You must remember this. Wherever you go, you are and will be an outsider. You will attract attention and attention is not your friend. As a vampire, you are more dangerous than most individual entities of the world. You are also isolated, at least for now.

Do not let yourself be discovered and cornered. Do not let yourself be tracked down. Be always one step ahead of others and your life will never be at risk. Let the crowd learn of the thing in its midst, however, and you will die. A hundred may fall before you but still, you will die, for nothing.

The only place where your presence might be properly hidden is within the anonymous multitude of cities. Even then, you will be at constant risk without the support of a master. At least until you gather allies, you should stay on the move.

For obvious reasons, you should avoid territories belonging to the natives as a lone white woman at night will always be too noticeable.

You may go where you wish, I would still advise you to stay well enough away from the two other vampire communities on the continent. One is in Charleston and the other in Boston. Avoid them if you can.

Onto more practical matters, here is a list of advice I wish someone had given me when I first set out:

Create a fake identity and make it believable. Stick to it. The more familiar you are with it, the less people will think you lie. Remain consistent. Changing name and persona in every village will not protect you from the Order, or vampires tracking you. It will only make slipping more likely.

Always drink before you need to or the choice to spare a life will be taken away by the Thirst.

You must find a place to spend the day at least two hours before daylight. If the sun reaches you as you slumber, you will never wake up again.

Do not try to pet dogs, cats or any other animals. They can tell what we are.

Always keep a clean set of clothes, and if possible, clean socks as well.

Do not forget to wash behind your ears for the errant spot of blood.

Do not use pigs set on fire as a distraction; it will never work as intended! The same goes for boars and bulls.

Huh?

When people welcome you with a smile, it means they assume you to be a fugitive and a member of their house is already on his way to the constable.

And last but most important

Hide the bodies.

I close the letter with a sigh of regret. Jimena’s words are directions and warnings, there is no indication on what I should do with my life, besides surviving. I have only been delaying the inevitable. As much as I hate it, I will have to do some introspection.

What do I want?

I want to create something for myself and then nurture it. When I was younger, I wanted to build a stable and later a distillery. It is most likely impossible for now according to what I understand from Jimena’s letter. I might be able to do it later. I will never be too old to start a new project, after all.

If I cannot build then at least I can travel. I could go to Florida or Texas, or even visit the Anglos lands in the North. I could even go to Canada! Or, Paris! London!

No, that seems like a terrible idea. I would need to cross the ocean and even my Master would not risk it without preparation. This would also put me in contact with other clans. No Paris, no Barcelona, no Berlin for this lone vampire. I shall make the New World my own.

Yes. I can travel, I can discover things and meet people, and eat them too! As soon as I am done here.

Suddenly my mood plummets. I ran all the way here, and now I am wasting time making inane plans that may never reach completion. I am…

I am scared.

There, I said it. I am terrified by what I will find. What will I do if they try to kill me? What will I do if they are dead?

No, no. They cannot be dead. I will not accept it.

I stand up in a rush and stride towards the mansion, I am almost there.

The log cabin.

I slowly step to the place of my childhood.

It is burnt to the ground.

No!

Black soot clings to the stone foundations and the few surviving beams. The charcoal is dark and shiny, its surface made smooth by a season of rain. The small hearth is half-collapsed and there is nothing left of the furniture. I step forward and kneel. I grab a handful of dark dust.

What happened? Why is it gone, and why is it so small? My log cabin is tall. Large and strong, with a canopy bed! This pale imitation, this pathetic excuse of a dump cannot be the place of my childhood! I cannot accept it.

Is this a joke? Is this some sort of trick? Is there a hidden place farther away? Perhaps I remember it wrong, this has to be a shed and the real thing is farther away?

I am crying.

I silently dab the tears away with a clean tissue. I am so terribly affected by the loss of this place. Why? Why am I so sad? I look up to the Silent Watcher and suddenly, my mind reaches my refuge.

The sky in my mind is still dark and cloudless, filled with strange constellations. Staring into it gives a feeling of immensity. I look down to the solid walls of my haven. They would shame the ramparts of a Roman Oppidum.

I step closer.

The gate opens before me, unbidden. The interior is warm and clean. The bed occupies the middle of the room, surrounded by furniture and the odd trinket, each a symbol of a significant memory. A fire roars in the hearth and the wood pops and hisses contentedly.

I step out and end up sitting in wet ashes.

So that is what it feels like, the death of innocence. It has been six months and the world moved on. It did not wait for me.

I stand back up. No. This is nothing. This is just a building. I will not let such an event shatter me. I refuse.

I keep going, after a while my childhood home comes in sight.

It is a two-story colonial house, the wood painted white. An outside patio leads to a grand entrance. I know every room in it, every nook and cranny and yet there is a major problem.

I cannot get in, at least not without an invitation. I need Papa to invite me.

I walk away to his bedroom window, on the side of the second floor. I jump up. I easily grab the sill with both hands and dig my talons in it, then I look down.

Impressive, I will have to remember to jump up to avoid pursuers.

Turning my attention forward, I face a shutter. Of course. I slide my index finger forward and the wood gives way with an audible crack, and I lift the lock. The shutter opens with a shriek from its rusty hinges. Inside, a dog starts to bark.

I stare through the window and drawn curtains. Surely, Papa heard me? He should be up and waving around a massive iron poker while bellowing threats at whoever dares do disturb his property and his rest.

The door slams wide and a female figure with a small dog comes in. I duck and let go.

“Roger, someone opened the shutter!”

“Damn it woman, I told you to wait for me.”

“Dad? What’s going on?”

I stay where I stand. Curses, this is my aunt and her family. What are they doing here? And where is my father?

“You stay there, I’m going to look outside.”

“Dad?”

“I said, stay there.”

He is going to step outside, voluntarily? How convenient.

Roger leaves the house with a lamp, the dog and a loaded musket. The small white thing keeps barking until it catches my scent.

Then it starts shaking.

I jump down from the patio and land behind him in perfect silence. I grab the man’s neck between two talons. He freezes and drops everything to grip my hand. I let him frantically struggle for a few seconds, then I increase the pressure.

“I have some questions,” I say in a low voice.

“Ari?!”

I stop dead. I cannot believe it. Did he recognize my voice? Roger and I were never close, we had not spoken since last May. How? How could he?

“Ari, is that you?”

“No!”

“Ari, what happened to you? We can help—”

“Silence! I do not—no! I ask the questions. Yes. And you answer. Now tell me, where is Papa?”

“Ari I am sorry, we had to—”

“WHERE IS HE!”

“In the dependence!”

I can’t stand this anymore. What the FUCK is he doing in the dependence? Those are the servant quarters! I turn Roger around and slam him against the wall.

“Why is he there? Why not here? THIS IS HIS FUCKING HOUSE!”

“I can tell you!”

“Please don’t hurt my daddy!”

Both of us turn to a small child, my nephew. For the first time, Roger’s voice shows true panic.

“Please…Lucien, no. Go home.”

“Aunt Ari?”

No this is wrong, this is all wrong, this should not be happening!

THEY DO NOT BELONG HERE! THIS IS THE NEST! SLAY THE INTRUDERS, DRINK THEM DRY, DISPLAY THEIR CORPSES AS WARNING FOR THE OTH—

No!

No.

This is my family. This parody of life has already robbed the human Ariane of her life, it will not take her family as well. I refuse. I am no slave, not to the Lancasters, not to Him, and certainly not to my own instincts. This will not stand.

I release the old man who collapses on the ground. Lucien looks at me in wonder. Curses, he must have seen the teeth. Now they know. I should kill them just to be on the safe side, I can easily get rid of the bodies.

What is wrong with me?

I need to leave.

“Where?”

“Tom’s old house. Wait!”

I stop but do not dare to turn around and face them.

“He had a hard time handling your disappearance.”

“Then why is he not in his bedroom where he belongs?”

“He drank too much, he burnt down the resting cabin, almost burnt down the house too. He moved out. We are taking care of the slaves and his investment while he, well, wastes away.”

“…I see.”

“Ari, what happened to you?”

“You did not see me, uncle. You never saw me here. I am dead. Do you understand?”

“We love you, Ari, we are your family. Just stay—”

“No! I cannot. I really cannot. I would endanger Lucien and Sara. I would endanger us all.”

He pauses, and I see in his eyes that he believes every word I just said, and still they only show pity instead of fear.

“I understand. Is it farewell then?”

“It is.”

“Then, I wish you the best and I am sorry.”

“Goodbye Roger.”

“Goodbye, Ari.”

“Bye Aunt Ari, take care.”

I sprint forward to a group of small houses. It only takes me a few seconds to find the right one and to knock on the door like a fury. It takes him a long time to answer, long enough, in fact, for other people to wake up. I care not.

Eventually, he opens the door and we stare at each other in stunned silence.

It is him, it is really him.

“Let me in.”

“Ari?”

“LET ME IN, DAMN IT!”

Astonished, he makes the barest of move and that is all that I need. I push past him and he closes the door behind me. Only a small candle provides light around us.

His place is a hovel, filled with rickety furniture and empty bottles. It reeks of alcohol, digested alcohol, and sweat.

We stay silent. I do not even turn to face him. I jump when someone knocks on the door.

“Mr. Reynaud, are you alright in there?”

“Yes. I am fine. Please, leave me be.”

“As you say, sir.”

We both turn at the same time. I wear a winter traveling garb complete with a cape but my head is bare and my hair free.

I am the exact copy of the woman who left his house back in July, down to the hair length. He, however, is but a shadow of his former self.

His sickly skin is drawn taut over a skeletal frame. His blue eyes are sunken and devoid of their usual spark. His shoulders are slumped, he is hunched and even his proud blonde beard is matted and messy. I find the irony tragic. I am the one who was left behind but he is the one who could not let go.

“Is that really you, or is this some sort of cruel joke?”

His voice is cold, but his face shows an ocean of suffering, constant grief without end that even the bottle failed to blunt.

“I…”

I hesitate, then I decide to go for honesty.

“I am so sorry, I do not know.”

I start bawling like a child. God, how pathetic I am. The proud vampire who reigned undefeated over the Gauntlet reduced to a quivering mess. My father takes me in his arms and hugs me. I lean into it.

We stay like this for a while.

God, I wish this would never stop.

After a while, I push him away. He lets me go.

“You cried blood on my shirt, daughter.”

“It was filthy anyway.”

“Tell me what is going on.”

I start talking and I do not stop. The tale of what happens comes out in a messy jumble. I talk about being cursed, being dead, needing blood, escaping, my friend Jimena, how I first met her, fighting in the Gauntlet, running errands, the big eye in the sky. It just comes out in a big pile of nonsense and never does he interrupt me.

After a good hour, I sputter out like a wet pistol. He dries his wet cheeks with a tissue as I wait for something, a verdict I suppose.

“You believe that my daughter died in that basement?”

“I think so," I say with some hesitation, “I do not think I am human.”

“Did she suffer? Did she call for me?”

I look at him. His face is a mask. Should I say the truth?

He would never believe a lie.

“Yes. I did.”

He sits down and cries again. We have cried quite a bit this past hour. I even stained the front of my dress.

“I never expected you to come,” I say.

I sit down.

“There was nothing you could have done. This is unfair, I know, but I can tell you this: even if you had found me, you would have died as well.”

“I failed you.”

“No, you did not. You made me happy. For those past nineteen years, you made me happy. This is what you were supposed to do Papa. Killing millennia-old monsters was never part of the deal.”

“If I had known—”

“But you could not.”

We sit in silence.

“Do you really have to leave?”

“Yes. I just came by because I needed closure. We both did.”

“I guess.”

“Where is Achille?”

“Closing a contract in Houston. He has come to terms with your death, I believe.”

“I expected no less from my practical brother. How is Constanza?”

“She recovered, but her face is scarred. She was followed by a nice doctor from the city and they are getting married in April.”

“That is good to hear.”

We stay for a while in comfortable silence. I do not believe I have ever stayed awake for so long since I died. I am dimly aware that I will need to find shelter for the day but right now, I cannot bring myself to care.

“I must leave Papa.”

“Yes, I suppose you do.”

His eyes suddenly widen in shock and a silly smile lightens his features. I feel myself mirror the expression. It is so good to see life come back to him if only a little.

“Hold on! Before you go, I have your birthday gift!”

“What? You do?”

And it finally occurs to me that I turned twenty in August. I was so focused on running errands and surviving that it never occurred to me to celebrate.

Excited, Papa runs to his bedroom and rummages through various belongings. I hear him mutter and curse, then with a triumphant “Aha!”, he returns with a long leather holster.

“Papa! Is that?”

“Indeed! I had Talleyrand make it for you. Try it out!”

I open the cover and take out a brand-new rifle.

“Oh my, oh my! It’s wonderful!”

I jump excitedly and I touch the smooth polished stock of red-colored wood, the silver engraved firing mechanism, and the long barrel. The weapon is a work of art and love. I aim and it is as if I have had it my whole life. It is perfectly balanced and quite light, although I suppose I can thank my new strength for that last part.

“Incredible! It is as if it was made for me!”

“It was. Talleyrand used your exact measurements”

“Oh Papa, this is such a great gift! Thank you, thank you!”

I jump and hug him again, laughing all the time.

“But wait, I haven’t told you the best part yet!” He replies with amusement.

For a while, my father goes to great length to explain how special the gun is. It is a more recent design that uses paper cartridges and is loaded from the gun’s breech instead of the muzzle. The barrel is even rifled for increased accuracy. Truly, the wonders of science know no bounds.

After that, it is time to say goodbye.

I shoulder my backpack, the leather cover and pocket the bag of ammunition in silence. Father holds my shoulders then gives me one last hug.

It is the first time in six months that I embrace someone I will not feed from.

He backs up a bit then a rugged thumb caresses my cheek.

“I remember that you told me you are not my Ariane, but you were wrong. You still carry the same spirit, the same aspirations and God forgive me, the same love for unladylike things that go boom.”

“Father!”

“Shhh, hahaha, let your old man finish. You think that being human is what made you my daughter. It is not. Being you is what made you my daughter. You have always changed and grown, this particular change is just the latest and the most dire. Do not despair and do not let go of your past and our time together, yes?”

“Don’t make me cry again!”

“Haha, it is fine.”

“The same goes for you!” I reply between two hiccups, “You better clean yourself, mister. Don’t make me feel ashamed.”

“Oh, believe me, I will.”

I turn and step to the door before I lose every last bit of self-control I have. I am so emotional tonight, more so than usual. This strange blood might be to blame yet I feel no regret. I think that I needed it.

“Take the key to the Saint Landry warehouse. You can rest there today and, Ariane?”

“Yes?”

“You have enemies. Give them hell and no quarters. I refuse to lose you again, you hear? You are forbidden from dying before me.”

“I promise.”

“Good, now go, and don’t forget to write!”

I leave Montfort at a dead run, feeling light as a feather. I did not expect everything to have gone so well. I look up and exchange a glance with the Silent Watcher. Its gaze feels softer tonight.

“I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did.”

The road forward lies open.


Chapter 14: Roadside Snacks

It has been a week since I left Montfort. I have been able to take shelter in sheds and barns locked for the winter without much difficulty. The ability to climb means that I never have to force a door open. At worst, I have removed a pair of planks.

As for nourishment, it was not hard either.

There are several kinds of victims.

Some villages have sentries who walk around with a lantern. The light they carry makes them visible from hundreds of meters away, which I find very thoughtful of them. I have but to follow the signal and blood is to be found.

There are also the odd travelers. A surprising amount of people move at night for one reason or another: merchants coming back home, doctors, soldiers on leave…

It is enough.

If I ever grow desperate, I can always remove a layer of clothes and knock on a door with desperation on my face, although I shall do this as a last resort.

I have followed Jimena’s advice to stay on the move and to leave no bodies to be found. The best way to do so, I find, is to not create one to begin with. It seems that tonight will be the exception.

I am reaching the end of settled land and have started to skirt Choctaw territory, moving East. This used to be Native country as well, but it changed hands when a certain governor decided that respecting treaties only applied when the other side had a modern army. I noticed that since passing Mobile, the land and its people have grown increasingly rough.

Case in point.

“Your turn, Bouc!”

I stand at the edge of a small clearing. A hound is attached to the opposite end and is voraciously devouring a piece of charred meat.

Two patched tents sit on both sides of a small fire and the ground is littered with half-chewed bones and empty bottles. The culprits are three filthy men in their twenties who roar in laughter when a thrown knife kisses the cheek of a slave bound to a tree, eliciting a small whimper.

I frown in disapproval. I understand playing with your prey but there is something about this situation that bothers me. The black man shows courage in the face of defeat, surely, this warrants some sort of respect, no?

The situation is quite clear to me. The slave escaped, was successfully tracked down and now he will be returned, judged and punished according to the Black Code. The way they torture him and shed his blood for no reason feels wasteful and disrespectful of the Prey and the Hunt.

Those people disgust me, and I am Thirsty, so we shall see forthwith if they truly are the predators they believe themselves to be.

I retreat and hide my backpack as well as my precious rifle. I quickly don my most tattered dress, leave my travel cloak on the ground and return to the camp. After some deliberation, I decide to bare one white shoulder for them to see. The bait is set.

I take the hunched posture of the victim and cross my arm in a protective gesture. I step into the clearing, let out a loud gasp and deliberately step on a branch. The dog starts growling.

The three men fail to notice me.

Unbelievable.

Only when the slave’s eyes grow wide, do they turn around. I have maintained my frightened deer expression for a solid ten seconds now. Heavens, how much effort I am wasting trying to turn this into a proper contest! I could have broken two of the ruffian’s neck and the last one would still be giggling like a cretin while scratching his privates. I really hope they will do better from now on.

“Well, well well sweet thing, are you lost? Don’t ya worry, me and the boys will take reaaaal good care of ya, won’t we lads?” says the leader, a gangly man with a cruel face.

“Yeah, huhuhu” replies a short man with a bushy beard and a lazy eye. The third man just stands there with an absent smile. A trail of drool drips down his chin.

And just like that, my interest in a verbal exchange has died down. There is little cause for a battle of wit when my opponents are so obviously unarmed, so I let out a distressed yelp and turn to flee.

As expected, the three launch themselves after me with drunken laughter. I am forced to slow down so that they do not lose my trail. We eventually reach another clearing and I veer left, then I hide at the base of the tallest beech tree I can find.

The trio reaches the clearing and the leader scowls. He makes a hand gesture and they separate to start to look for tracks.

“Should have taken the dog.” Says the leader.

That would not have saved you.

I wait a bit until they are properly split, then I let one foot hang out of my hiding spot. As soon as the closest lout looks in my direction, I snap a branch and his eyes land on it.

I hope he is dumb enough to fall for that more than obvious ploy.

He is. I am not surprised, but still a bit disappointed.

I see from the corner of my eye the man, the bearded one called Bouc, gesture at his friends to join him. Of course, they are already too far from each other to notice and so he would have to call them, warning me that I am spotted.

Or he could take me by surprise.

Bouc is eminently predictable. I know he will prefer to end the chase as fast as possible and I also know why. He is after another kind of sport.

As the man creeps ever closer with all the subtlety of a drunken bull in a china shop. The wind blows and I catch a waft of his musk.

Oh. My. GOD! Do I really want to drink from him? Can I truly not catch any diseases? I am afraid that I will have to burn this dress afterward, or risk being noticed from a mile away.

How can a man allow himself to be so revolting? How has his nose not fallen off yet? Ah, this is getting worse and worse.

The man extends a filthy hand to catch my leg and at the last moment, before he can stain my sock beyond anyone’s ability to wash it, I move.

Two fingers close on his airway without drawing blood, yet. I smile at him and make sure he sees the eight fangs.

I start whispering.

“Congratulations, you caught…” I freeze.

The man just soiled himself. I thought the smell could not possibly get any worse, I was sorely mistaken.

“Tch, you insufferable swine! I—”

I stop again.

Something is crawling from his beard to my arm. My eyes widen in shock as my enhanced vision reveals the unwelcome transient.

Lice.

“Hsss!”

Oh, that is IT! I punch the man in the throat, grab his arm and bite deep. In the safety of my refuge, I ignore both the rush of life and my memories to stare at the echo of the Silent Watcher.

‘Don’t think about it, don’t think about it, don’t think about it…’

“Ngah!” With a last shiver of revulsion, I drop the bloody arm and the corpse it is attached to slumps on the ground. I made a bit of a mess and I silently scold myself. I should not, in any circumstances, waste blood.

“Bouc?”

The leader is walking in my general direction with a scowl. I push the horrendous remains in a recess in the woods and walk forward in the clearing as if I were trying to be stealthy. I then seemingly notice the leader and run away with a scream of terror.

The leader smiles and sprints, all thoughts of his friend promptly forgotten.

We race for half a minute, during which the man manages to promise me that I will like it, threaten me if I don’t stop, call me a dumb whore, and “compliments” my rear. Really, what is it with men and my posterior? Should I ask?

Eventually, I pretend to fall. The gangly lowlife stops to savor the sight of his target crawling on the ground. The glint in his eye is quite telling, and so is the way he licks his lips. Then I turn my head and gaze at a random spot in the trees.

“Behind you!” I scream in terror.

The man frowns and turns away, only for two talons to grab his neck.

“I said,” I add in a sultry voice, “Behind you.”
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I took my time enjoying the leader and I am now sated. The Thirst has left me be for the night and I now face a dilemma.

Should I slay the simpleton in front of me, or let him go free?

I am not confident about my ability to make him forget. When I drew from travelers on my way here, the bite and a look were always enough to send them off with no recollection of the event. A chase that resulted in the disappearance of friends, however, is another issue altogether.

If I let him leave, will he speak of a blonde woman in a tattered dress? In the best-case scenario, informed parties might recognize the influence of a vampire. In the worst case, they could start a manhunt.

He is dangerous

And yet is any of this truly his fault? He looks too dim to understand the evil of his ways. His “friends” were quite possibly a bad influence. Am I not being too hasty?

I am already feeling just a little tipsy. Could vampires get drunk from too much blood?

Surely not.

“You woman! I fouuuuund you!” says the dullard as he finally notices me. He then proceeds to unhook his belt and lower his pants.

“I do you like the servant girl!”

Well, that settles it.
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“Teeheehee!”

Oh but what a beautiful night it is! So nice and quiet, and peaceful, and the weather is so clement. Why, I could have a tea party under the moon! And the Silent Watcher! Except, with no tea, please. Instead, we could have gentlemen on the table and Jimena and Constanza could be there! And the gentlemen would be completely nude!

“Teehehehehehehe, nude!”

But first I have to clean up the bodies because Jimena said I should and Jimena is my best friend in the whole world! So, I bring them together, it is so easy.

The idiot was already there, so I went to pick up the leader and it took me a little bit to find him but eventually I did and then I brought him and piled them and then I found the stinky one but he is too gross so I took the belt from the idiot and wrapped it around his leg and then I tied it to the head of the idiot. Now I only have to drag the idiot to move both of them!

“Genius! Ariane, the light of your intellect truly shines upon this world!”

So, I take the leader’s belt and attach his head to the idiot’s leg and now I can just return to the camp in one go with all three corpses! My ability to innovate knows no bounds! So, I pick the leader up by the foot and start to drag them.

I fall on my face.

Heavy!

I spit out a few leaves and stare up at the Silent Watcher.

“You didn’t see anything!”

It watches.

“Fine! But don’t tell anyone, I am serious!” I continue between two grunts, “I have a reputation to uphold.” 

I navigate myself and the corpse train back to the camp, falling only twice, and bumping against one tree. Ariane, queen of dexterity!

As I reach the clearing, the dog starts barking and howling so I roar once and it quiets down with a whimper.

Good dog.

I drop my luggage and look around for a shovel. There are no marshes around so I would be better off burying the bodies.

Oh but wait.

I turn around and burp. A trail of blood drips from my chin. Ariane, manners! Ah yes, I remember now. The captive!

I move closer and the black man looks at me with a surprising amount of calm. Why, how courageous. My mouth is positively covered in the red liquid and still, he does not flinch!

“Greeting, princess.” 

Huh? did he just…?

The man leans forward despite the ropes biting in his wrist and offers his jugular.

That is so unusual and so exciting! He spoke the tongue! And he was so polite by calling me “Nin”, a princess! And this submissive position, I feel that I should not hurt him. Why, I am curious now. I was going to kill him cleanly but now I just have to hear what he has to say!

The words escape my lips, unbidden.

“Supplicant.”

The man almost collapses in relief. What? He was that anxious?

“Princess, would you please free my hands?” 

It is a reasonable request, and besides, he cannot kneel properly as he is. The position of supplicant is all wrong! 

“Very well.”

I walk to him and cut the ropes with a few swipes with my talons. Just like a cat!

“Teehehehehe!”

Now the man massages his wrists, well, where is my kneeling supplicant?

He freezes and slowly kneels and, again, offers his throat to me. Just so! Now, I am satisfied. So I stop growling.

“You may rise.”

He does not move and so I sigh,

“You may rise.”

Silly Ariane, you cannot expect every human to know the tongue! Bah.

“What is your name?”

“Toussaint.”

A Creole! That might explain it. He is acquainted with the Ekon, maybe even that scandalous girl Nami.

Possibly.

“How do you know how to address me?”

“Princess, there is a Bokor who goes from plantation to plantation. He speaks to us of the Voodoo and the way of magic. He also told us of the loa, the loup-garou, and the pale ones. He said that if one meets a pale one outside at night, he should greet them politely, and pray they are feeling merciful.”

I hold my hands up, this is a fascinating tale but I now have a most urgent matter to attend to.

I rush to the nearest bush.

“Ooouurrp…”

I throw up blood. It stinks! There is no vitality to be found in it, at all. Bah! I should not have drunk so much, but, well, I did not want all that life to go to waste.

“Hic! Uuuuh.”

When I come back, Toussaint has not moved an inch, Droplets of cold sweat have gathered on his brow however, despite the chill.

“What is a loup-garou anyway?”

“A werewolf. A cursed soul who turns into a horrible monster under the light of the moon. It is said that it is as tall as two men, covered in fur, and strong enough to shred metal! Only by silver can it be slain, but it is no small task! For the beast is terrifying: its maw is like that of a wolf and lined with nightmarish…”

“Ooooh, so thaaaaaat’s what it was. Well, it was delicious. Full of life and power. I wonder if I can catch another one?”

Toussaint does not reply but he smells afraid again. Was it something I said? Bah.

“So you presented yourself as a supplicant. Now tell me, what is your request?”

“Err, I would like to live?”

“Hmm!”

I tap my index against my chin and ponder those words. He would like to live. Well, it does sound reasonable, I suppose. I cannot stomach another human anyway. I could let him go?

“Ah Toussaint, I wish I could, but I really cannot have someone spread tales of my passage. You see,” I grab his shoulder and lean closer because it’s a secret.

“I am trying to move inco…Incon…Wait. INCOGNITO!”

He winces.

”Yes, that is it. Teehee!”

“That is not an issue, princess,” he replies with the barest trace of panic, “I can swear an oath on the loa!”

“So?”

“If I lie, my soul will burn in hell for all eternity! The Bondye will never forgive me!”

“Hmmm, give me your hand.”

I lightly bite him and stare in his eyes.

“You meant to betray me?”

“No princess! Toussaint is a man of honor!”

“Do you believe that if you break an oath to the loa, your soul will go to hell?”

“Of course!” he answers, scandalized.

“Humm. Very well then. I will consent to let you go. In return, you will help me bury the bodies.”

“Princess? Truly?” He licks his lips, hope clear as day on his face.

“Yes. Now Swear!”

I expected a hastily cobbled up sentence, instead, the man actually builds a small altar of wood and soot and mutters a long prayer, complete with a loud proclamation of demise should he break his word.

How queer! I was having a perfectly reasonable night and suddenly, something completely out of the ordinary happens, a heathen ceremony. That is so quaint!

After he is done, Toussaint finds a small gully and we drop the bodies there and then cover them with earth and heavy stones so that wild animals don’t dig them up. Tada! They’re gone. Ariane, queen of prestidigitation!

We walk back to camp one last time. Toussaint assures me that he knows where he intends to go, that he will take care of the men’s belongings and their dog as well. He also gives me directions without being prompted. On this note, we part ways.

The expression of grateful incredulity he shows me when I leave is so touching. He is, as my father would say, a good lad.

With his advice, I quickly find shelter in a natural cave system and although it is still quite early, I decide to call it a night.


Chapter 15: Reap What You Sow

Yesterday did not happen. Nope! It did not. Nothing embarrassing happened, at all. The blood on my chin and clothes? A hunting accident. I was hunting a deer. Yes, a deer. A vicious one.

I walk on a trail that skirts the border between Louisiana proper and the native lands. Despite yesterday’s excess, I already feel Thirsty.

I am also feeling a bit lonely.

I never anticipated this to happen. I have been on the road for only a week, yet a simple conversation with this human, Toussaint, reminded me of what I had forfeited. I want to talk to someone, I want to learn something new, discuss ideas. I do not want to turn into some sort of hermit.

I find it impressive that the mundane reasserts itself so easily. When I was attending the red-haired bitch queen, I wanted nothing but to be left alone. When I was in the gauntlet, I wanted nothing but entertainment, and now I want company. It is humanity’s lot to always crave for more, and death has not made me an exception.

I sigh and shoulder my backpack. I now have exactly three outfits, with one being the battle dress with a hole in the chest. I should have brought a sewing kit.

I was too hasty when I skirted Mobile. I should have stopped and resupplied. The fact that I need no food blinded me and—

I stop on the trail. I have been walking in mostly forested land for two days now. Between the hills, the tree trunks and the occasional rock, visibility is limited despite my eyes.

I close them.

I hear the cracks and groans of living wood, distant birds, the wind.

Strange, I could swear that I felt something, not the auras I associate with magical beings but something weaker and less alive.

Hmm.

I start walking again a bit faster and leave the trail for the top of the nearest hill. My instincts have never betrayed me. Something is off.

I reach the top and look around, nothing but trees and silence. I climb the tallest tree I can find using my claws to dig in. Still nothing, and now my fingers are sticky with sap.

The feeling comes and goes again, both closer and stronger. I still have no idea what it could be, yet I can think of only one explanation. Someone or something is tracking me.

Should I run for it? Can I? Running makes me Thirsty and finding blood here will be difficult if I have to rush it.

Should I ambush them? That would be pointless if they know my exact location. Hmm. Perhaps they cannot. I believe whatever is tracking me to do the magical equivalent of yelling to find someone in the forest, and waiting for them to yell back. This belief is not born from actual knowledge, but from the very instincts that now guide my new life.

I need more information. I shall hide and wait to see what it is and at the first sign of danger, I shall be gone like the wind.

After half an hour, the feeling comes back. It is exactly as it was, that I can say.

Someone is hunting me, I am sure of it. However, they stopped.

I wait half an hour more without change. The feeling does not return and the implication scares me. It is likely that whatever is doing this knows my approximate location. It decided to stop when it noticed me doing the same, and I finally understand why. Time is against me.

If they can track me during daylight, I am finished. Most vampires protect themselves by slumbering in fortresses defended by loyal followers. This was made obvious during the fortress raid. I have none of those defenses.

My only advantage in hiding is that no one was looking for me, until now that is. There is no labyrinth, no rock formation that will hide me from whatever is out for me. It would be child’s play to find my body in some bear cave or abandoned shack and then dispose of me.

How did this even happen? I thought I was being careful.

Bah, it matters not. I must find what I am up against. My only saving grace is that it prefers to wait until I am defenseless, which means that it is not confident it can slay me in a fair fight.

I do not have a way to track it, however. How should I proceed?`

I have superior sight, hearing, and sense of smell. I can use them. I also have my wits, such as they are.

Whatever is tracking me must logically be behind. Firstly, I need to retrace my steps. Secondly, whatever is tracking me has a high chance of being sapient. Indeed, I find it unlikely that a beast would have the presence of mind to wait for daylight to slay its prey. It might well have followed the trail.

I take out and load my rifle as a precaution, grateful that it has not rained in a while. I also make sure that Jimena’s knife is within reach.

The taste of tallow on the paper cartridge, I could have done without. Pah!

I walk back, stopping every three hundred steps. I close my eyes and listen to sounds, taste the air. I do not detect anything abnormal and continue.

I do this for a solid hour and it becomes increasingly difficult not to focus on the Thirst. Perhaps I should just drop everything and go to those small outposts Toussaint mentioned, hunt, and return? It would just take a couple of hours…

No! I am close, I can feel it.

I am so distracted that when the tracking pulse returns, I yelp in surprise. It is closer and stronger than ever before! I could just run around and…

No. Focus, Ariane, you can do this.

This was like a pulse, a ripple on the surface of a placid lake. Concentric circles going back and reflecting obstacles.

I still cannot tell where it comes from, it could be anywhere. I huff in disappointment and it hits me. There is a new smell. I rush forward on the trail and I finally identify it, I just found horse dung.

I walk closer. I can tell that it is still very fresh. I kneel and stare at the ground. Here and there are the deep imprints of hooves with horseshoes.

I am no tracking expert, but I can already tell a few things. I am being hunted by humans because vampires and werewolves do not ride horses, at least not when they hunt. Natives do not use steel tips.

Finally, there are more than one but less than ten. That means the culprits are a small squad of either servants of Gabriel, or mages. Given that I am sure I am being magically followed, I shall go with mages.

That is extremely problematic. They may have ways to mask their presence or turn invisible. Mayhaps, they can even turn themselves into newts! And then, what should I do to find them?

I follow the tracks to a bend in the road where it disappears. I quickly surmise that they decided to leave the path at that moment. That must be when they realized I was not moving anymore. Time is running short, and so is my patience. I must find them before the Craving become unmanageable.

I follow the tracks to a mass of rocky outcrops covered in pine trees and lose them on the solid ground. I am not sure what to do. I have never hunted without a dog before.

I sniff the air. The smell of pine sap is overwhelming and under it there is woodsmoke. Aha! A fire! I find the tallest tree I can and start climbing. Ignoring the sticky sap coating my talons, I look around.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. There is not the red hint of a cooling ember. Not a single pop or crack of wood turning to ash. Not even a trail of smoke rising to the skies.

They are hiding.

What should I do, what should I do? I can walk around for all the remaining time I have before I turn into a ravening beast and they slay me in a well-prepared trap. No, wait, they cannot be far, I can just go from hilltop to hilltop and smell them. Arg, this will take too much time.

Ah, but I almost forgot.

They have horses.

I remember yesterday, I managed to scare the dog. Horses are prey, they should scare easily. I just have to do something to make them panic.

I could set fire to the forest.

No Ariane, this is the dumbest idea you ever had since you tried to deep-fry butter. You are not a creature of fire, no, you are a creature of the night.

So let us scare them.

“Roaaaa!”

…

That was beyond pathetic. I have produced more savage yells battling jammed pots of honey. I might have scared three bats and a squirrel. This is wrong. I am trying to act too human.

I close my eyes and focus.

Under the smooth lake of my thoughts lie the instincts that saved me so many times before. I call upon them now, I draw them out, helped by urgency and The Thirst.

I feel the slight wind on my face, smell the barest hint of woodsmoke. My blood sings in the night, this is my moment. The prey is close.

NO ONE TRACKS THE VAMPIRE. FIND. KILL. TAKE TROPHY. HIDING LIKE COCKROACHES. LET THEM KNOW. LET THEM KNOW I AM NO PREY. I AM THE APEX.

THE NIGHT IS MINE.

“ROOOOAAAAAAR!!!”

The terrifying scream erupts like a volcano, spreads and rolls over the valley and the forest, filling every cranny, reaching under every root. Hundreds of animals freeze in terror as millions of years of natural selection reminds them of their place in the pecking order. It is fury made manifest, the screams at the dawn of time, back when the winner would eat its victim’s blood-soaked heart.

There, a neigh.

PREY!

Slightly to my left. They are so close!

I rush forward and then I slow down.

They know I am coming. Charging in against a mage has already proven to be stupid, and a few months of limited training has not suddenly turned me into an Amazon. I need to play this smart. OR CHARGE IN.

KILL.

DRINK.

No.

I hear another subdued neigh as well as the sound of hooves hitting the ground. They are just behind this tall rock.

I look around me. There is a colossal pine tree a maybe thirty steps away to my right. I carefully walk there. I drop my backpack.

Change?

Change. I wear the battle dress and I appreciate that someone would make something elegant and practical. It even has pockets! Imagine that.

I sheathe the dagger at my hip, shoulder the rifle and I start climbing. I am not entirely silent but I still manage to slither between branches until I reach the proper height.

There they are.

Three men sit in a secluded clearing surrounded by rocks. The only entrance is facing away from the road, which means that whoever follows them would have to go around the pile of rocks then circle back.

One of the men is doing his best to control three heavily laden horses, another sits in a meditation position next to a smothered campfire and the last one is staring towards the entrance of the valley with a…

Is that a blunderbuss? Ah well, at least they are taking this seriously.

A circle of something surrounds them. It shines in my view in a white aura that makes the air shimmer as if it were heated. Despite the closeness, I cannot feel the colorful aura that I associate with mages.

I consider my options. I have to kill them quickly, but I can try it in several ways.

I could jump on them. That would let me kill one before the others retaliate, but I do not know what that strange barrier does. It could just prevent me from feeling them. It could also set me on fire, and would that not be unpleasant?

Or, I could try my brand new Talleyrand custom made fifty-six caliber breech-loaded rifle that I haven’t had the chance to try yet from the safety of a tree and bathed in almost total darkness.

Hmm.

BANG!

The bullet hits the sitting man in the chest. Yes! He tips backward with a yelp of surprise.

Wait, surprise?

The circle fades. The man reaches for something in his pocket with panic and takes out a strange object, he starts mumbling something while the man with the blunderbuss kneels by his side and aims in my general direction.

Uh oh.

The wounded man points a finger and I let myself drop just as a storm of metal shreds my hiding spot. Never mind, close quarters it is.

I leave the rifle and rush forward with my knife in front. I jump up and down the rock face and land in their camp. The first mage is still mumbling and I freeze in shock. The two other men are from the order of Gabriel! I thought this was impossible!

A quick gesture interrupts my musings. The two hunters draw pistols while the mage takes out a sword, their faces are pale and drawn by worry. As they aim at me, I move forward.

The man guarding the horse fires too fast and his shot goes completely off but the other one waits until I get closer. I push myself and rush the mage. At the last moment, I pretend to slow down, then move down instead.

A roar deafens me as a bullet slices the air where my head was but a moment before. I dodge forward and slice the hunter’s extended hand. Unfortunately, my blade catches his hand at an angle and merely makes him drop the spent weapon.

A quick movement makes me raise my hand and a silver dagger pings uselessly against my forearm.

Wait, this dress is armored? I did not know!

I return my focus to the mage, he smells delicious! I jump on him.

“Fire whip!”

An incendiary snake coils angrily around my neck, I move away and slice it with all my strength. The blade cuts into it and the magical construct pops like a soap bubble.

“Arg!”

I block another silver dagger from the hunter and move around the mage.

“Hedgehog!”

Silvery spines erupt from his back, easily avoided. I cannot touch his back without getting skewered, but I don’t have to.

I plant one foot in the ground, cock the second one and kick up with all my strength. My foot lifts off the ground in a shower of leaves and catches the mage square between the legs. He is launched up in the air and collapses in a miserable heap a few feet farther.

Thanks for the advice, Marcus. As you would have said, “Right in the jewels”

I ignore the look of unmitigated horror on the other two men’s face and rush the second hunter. The third one, the one near the horse, is brandishing a pistol like an amateur.

LOW THREAT.

I move more slowly now. I can still accelerate but the Thirst is growing by the second and I am afraid to lose control. Against those foes, it would be a terrible idea.

I reach the expert hunter and try to stab him. He deflects my knife with one of his own, but it looks like I really hurt his hand after all.

“Run Gregoire, that's an order!”

The man with the horses hesitates but mounts a horse and gallops away. Arg! Must not…

The expert hunter uses my distraction to slice my wrist. I manage to move at the last moment and the blade slides against the dress’ armor.

“Foul monster!”

This man is quite old, with a creased face and a gigantic scar on his cheek. His eyes are anything but dimmed though, and he harbors an expression of endless hatred.

In a quick movement, he throws his knife at me and I duck to avoid it.

“In the name of GOD!”

With a strange, silent explosion, I am propelled back against the rock wall. I barely manage to dive left when a bullet hits my right arm. With a scream of pain. I drop the knife.

The hunter is already drawing a third pistol.

I move forward, then to the side and grab the unconscious body of the mage to lift it. The hunter tries to circle me to get a clear shot I use my left hand to—

BANG.

Time slows down as I move left. A burning line spreads to the side of my head.

“Gah!”

It hurts! Dammit! Oh, just you wait.

My frantic hand finally finds what I was looking for as the hunter rushes me with yet another knife. His hopeful face falls when he sees what I managed to grab.

A pistol.

I cock the weapon, aim at his leg and pull the trigger. With a deafening roar, the hunter falls, clutching his leg. I do not leave him the time to recover. I jump on his back and punch his neck, but not enough to kill him. He collapses.

I breathe by reflex. I am alive, I won.

I need to…

First thing, I need to feed. The downed mage is bleeding heavily from a bullet wound to the head. Waste.

I put my mouth against the wound. Messy. Nevermind.

Ah, yes, this man did not use the potion to poison his own blood. This is amazing. There is much less vitality than in a werewolf but all this power…

I take my time to drink until the man dies. Ah yes, that was something. I stand up and roll my shoulder to my instant regret.

With all this action, I forgot about the bullet wound. The projectile punched right through, fortunately.

I soon feel my body start to heal itself under the influence of my recent feeding and despite the pain, I am quite alright. Good. On another note, one of my foes escaped, and that is not good.

I rummage through the men’s belonging until I find a rope and use it to bind the remaining man tightly. I then disarm him as best as I can. With that much rope, it would take a magician to escape anyway.

I will have some questions for him when he wakes up.

I start to race after the inexperienced hunter. Gregoire, apparently. I still have five hours before dawn and I have quite a bit of energy to burn.

The man is easy to follow. Deep imprints in the mud lead me forward until I pick up pained breaths.

His horse is lying on the ground. One of its legs is bent at the wrong angle. The man left it to suffer here.

I look at brown eyes made frantic with fear and agony. It is a beautiful beast. Such a shame.

“It was a good Hunt.”

I stab it in the brain, it dies instantly.

“You rest now.”

I, however, still have a quarry.

Now, where did he go? I cannot follow his footprint as easily but he cannot be far. If I were a panicked and inexperienced human, what would I do?

Keep moving forward, seek shelter. He is afraid and tired.

I keep going. The ground of the forest is at an incline and I walk down. On my right, I see a large trace of disturbed soil, as if something had fallen heavily. I change course and see a few other clumps of disturbed earth. Thankfully, the ground here is softer.

I follow it down the slope then up to a small wooden structure. I approach it carefully. I have already been shot twice tonight.

I creep closer and hear a voice.

“—valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evils, for thou art…”

Cute.

I silently creep to the door and immediately encounter a problem. There is a massive silver cross hanging to the door.

I cannot enter.

“Hsss”

No invitation will let me step foot into this hovel. This is hostile territory.

Hmm.

Let us try diplomacy.

“Gregoiiiire,” I say in a singsong voice.

The man screams then keeps muttering his psalms. The sound grates my ears and sets my teeth on edge.

“Gregoire, let’s talk, shall we?”

No reply.

I suppose I will have to be a little more convincing. This haphazard pile of rotten wood has suddenly been turned into a sacristy for some inane reason. Force will not help me. At least, not the kind of force I can apply with my bare hands.

I do have a bargaining chip, however.

I retrace my steps to the clearing. The mage is still dead and the servant of Gabriel still unconscious. I go to the pine tree to gather my belongings. With my hurt arm, it will be difficult to shoot through the walls and my dagger is barely better than my claws. I empty the mage’s pockets and I recover a very nice pistol with golden engravings, a bag of silver bullets and two throwing daggers.

I can get all the firearms I want now, hah!

There are a few magical knick-knacks but I have no idea what they are for and so I leave them here.

I also empty his pockets of a few Spanish golden doubloons. No point in leaving those to the wolves.

Out of curiosity, I grab the strange gauntlet all mages seem to have and fasten it to my hand.

“Spike! Shield! Seal! Firewhip!”

I spend a few minutes trying to shout incantations, imagine the effect, scream and yell. Nothing happens.

I raise my eyes to the Silent Watcher. Can a celestial body convey amused condescension? I believe it can.

Dejected, I drop the useless piece of junk, grab my prisoner and walk forward. We reach the small hovel and I still hear the blithering idiot spewing the holy Bible verse by verse. Pah!

“Gregoiiire, are you still in there?”

The man hiccups and the recitation speeds up. I have his attention.

“It is not polite to ignore a lady. Why, I believe I may even take it out on your friend here.”

I reach behind for a finger and break it. The older man wakes up with a scream of pain.

“Oh my God, no…”

“Ah, I knew you could hear me, Gregoire dear. Now, let us talk.”

“Gregoire, listen to me, don’t tell her—”

Tch, your participation is no longer required, old man.

I reach in my backpack for the closest piece of fabric and shove it in the man’s mouth.

He looks at me in surprise, then in confusion.

I have a better look at this specific piece of fabric. It is white cotton with a nice line of frills and a little bow and…

“Gah!’”

I rip my underwear from the man’s mouth and promptly replace it with a sock. I look up to the Silent Watcher.

“This definitely stays between us.”

It watches.

“I am serious.”

“Oh my God, oh my God!”

Ah, yes, right. To the matter at hand. Yes. This never happened. Nope! It was a sock from the beginning. Yes. A sock.

“Now Gregoire, I am going to ask you a few questions.”

“I will not speak to you, beast! Get thee behind me…”

“And every time I do not like the answer, I will break something. After I run out of things to break, I will drink him dry.”

Silence.

“Let us start with a simple question. What is this man’s name?”

“Father Perry.”

The bound man groans and shakes but he might as well wrestle a bear. Yes, this is the right way I can feel it. I will ask simple questions that cost him nothing. The more he replies, the more he will reply. I can take a little time here. I could…

I am sleepy.

The immediate danger has passed, so my body is shutting down. The potent blood of the mage can only carry me so far. Curses! I have to hurry.

“Are you members of the order of Gabriel?”

“Yes! And we shall strike you down, foul fiend! The Wrath of God shall—”

I think I liked him more when he was quiet.

“You seem too inexperienced to be out hunting vampires. Why are you here?”

Gregoire remains silent but eventually, he answers.

“I am an archivist. Father Perry asked me to come.”

“Did he now? And where is his squad?”

Gregoire hesitates. I am about to snap another knuckle when I figure out the situation by myself.

“Let me guess, you are short-handed since your disastrous assault on the vampire keep.”

“The…The warriors of God are legion! We are without number! Always, righteous men will answer the call and rise against the agents of Evil and—”

“Yes, yes, I understand now. What I do not understand is why the three of you would go to such an extent to hunt me down. And why is there a mage with you? I thought you hated each other. Are you not supposed to put all of them on a pyre and set it ablaze?”

“I…I…”

“Nine fingers left.”

“I am weak, but I know that Father Perry would rather die than have me betray the secrets of the order. I refuse to speak!”

Time is running short. I could always torture him.

Hmm.

That could work.

“I have a proposal. You answer three questions of mine, and I will let Father Perry go.”

“No, you lie.”

“I will swear on the Silent Watcher.”

“Suqqam Hayatu? Ah, the Watcher. Really? No, you are a devil! You are trying to manipulate me.”

“Tell you what,” I say in the tone that got me fifteen pence on the bushel at the Montfort market, “I ask three questions, you answer them fully. If at any point you think the answer is not worth your friend’s life, you can stop and I will kill him cleanly. If you answer all my questions, I will drop him on the front of the door, no more harmed than he is right now, and let you take him in. At no point will I try to harm him or you. When the door is closed and you two are secured, our truce will end.”

The man ponders while Father Perry spits mumbled imprecations in my mud-stained sock.

There are no tricks, no places to wiggle. If I swear and he answers, this will end with both of my surviving enemies secured and away.

“I consent.”

Good.

Father Perry screams in muffled outrage. Inside the shack, I hear the sound of furniture being moved around. The man remembers that I used firearms and thinks my end goal is to shoot them from the outside. He is building a shelter. I find his determination admirable.

“How come you are teaming up with a mage?”

“It was Father Perry’s decision.”

“FULL answers, Gregoire. This was the deal.” I say with impatience.

“We did not have the numbers to track you down and you did not leave the trail of bodies we expected from a yearling, so we had to hire a mercenary mage to find you, despite our rules.”

“What made you go to such an extent to kill me?”

Gregoire truly hesitates this time. I do not understand why this is so important.

“You killed his son, at the fortress. We figured out who you were from the New Orleans Saint Lucia hospital incident. We knew the victim was Ariane Reynaud, but with the Order evacuating we did not have the numbers to take you down. That’s why we did what we had to do. I owe the Father my life, so I followed.”

I turn and take a good look at the priest.

That scar.

I remember…

The corridor in the vampire keep, Ogotai’s lifeless body falling. I throw it at the man with a scar on his face, his red-haired companion shoots me…

Oh my God.

I look in that pair of grey eyes, I see hatred beyond limit. I see a lust for vengeance that neither time nor distance will ever grind, no drug nor love will ever smother. This man forfeited his hierarchy, his vows and his very values for the sole purpose of killing me. Scorn to defy God.

I am flattered.

“How were you able to track me?”

“The…the mage…”

“Full answers Gregoire. If any mage could track down vampires at will I would know.”

“A lock of your hair.”

“What!?”

“We used a lock of your hair from your father’s locket as a focus. It was well preserved and carried a strong meaning so the mercenary was able to use it!”

I feel my entire body freeze. My voice is deceptively calm.

“Gregoire, what did you do to my father?”

“Nothing! We will never harm the innocent!”

I look at Father Perry. I am not so sure.

“We got it from your uncle Roger! We said we wanted to add it to a memorial to victims of violence in New Orleans! I swear. Also, this was the fourth question, which I answered willingly but my part is done.”

Pah, he is right.

As promised, I drag the furious priest to the door and step away.

Gregoire opens the door and we take each other’s measure. He seems captivated by me as I stand here in my blood-stained dress, arms crossed against my chest. Then he drags his friend in, locks the door and they both take shelter in whatever fortified nest he managed to construct.

Our truce is over.

The discovery of Perry’s grudge and the risk he is for my father feeds slow-burning anger that pushes the torpor away. I calmly walk back to the clearing and find what I was looking for in the saddles of a panicked horse. I find more in their bags. After I have everything I need I head back to the shack.

I tear a piece of tissue from their spare cloth and wrap it around a stick of dry wood, then I splash lantern oil on it. I empty the remaining oil against one of the walls, set the torch ablaze with tinder against my instinct and set it against the wooden frame. After it catches nicely, I throw the torch on the thatch roof.

This is not a church, but a sanctified hunter shack.

As I mentioned, it has not rained in a little while.

They last for fifteen minutes, but eventually, the smoke and heat forces them out.

They both still fight to the end.

I make it quick and painless.

“It was a good hunt.”

I drink a bit from both of them, and then I throw their bodies and that of the mage in the funeral pyre that the sanctuary has become. I add the magical item, including the tracking device to it. I leave their crosses on a standing post outside.

Later, I quickly find a cave and collapse, utterly exhausted.


Chapter 16: Troubled Waters

It has been three nights since I fought the renegades of the Order and I keep thinking about my experience.

This truly was a good hunt. The enemy was strong and cunning, and I managed to fight better and outsmart them, the predatory part of me used in service of a well-executed plan. This is as it should be. Grégoire, Perry and you the unnamed mage, may you find rest in the afterlife.

Between hunting parties, patrols and the occasional lone traveler, I have stayed well-fed without draining anyone dry. That includes tonight.

I am crossing a meadow when suddenly, something attracts my attention.

Not too far to my left, I feel a powerful aura that does not come from a person, but a spell. This one does not track or warn, it is a sort of polite invitation.

How curious. A call in the middle of nowhere?

I cannot perceive any malice or any compelling effect in the working. It is, in fact, the equivalent of a merchant hawking his goods at the top of his lungs in the marketplace.

Although there appears to be nothing amiss, the prudent call would be to continue forward. Curiosity killed the cat after all, and a vampire has only one life.

I am also growing increasingly bored. I should have packed a book, a good romance filled with moneyed gentlemen and impoverished yet witty women. Ah, but alas, I was so worried about my physical well-being that I failed to account for the mental.

It is probably nothing too bad.

Just a quick look.

I walk towards the obvious origin of the magic. Whoever designed it made sure that it could not be missed. I still make some effort to walk off the path and keep close to the edge of the copses of trees that I come across. After a few minutes, I reach the edge of a vast open field.

This is the largest valley I have seen in a while. Despite the overcast sky, I can see for a good mile in any direction, and so I do not miss the strange construct that sits thirty paces away from me, nor the three natives who approach it.

The construct is a wooden pillar covered in carvings from top to bottom. I identify several human and animal heads and body parts covered in garish colors. Branches have been drilled to form limbs that hold a variety of objects including a spear and a drum. This is the magic beacon.

The trio eventually stops before it. They are quite the group.

The first man walks with a strong limp and is helped forward by the two others. I am not familiar with native customs but his clothes seem haphazardly put on, as if he had opened a drawer and just piled on what he could find. Despite the variety of cuts and fabrics, he still manages to have parts of his chest bare in temperatures that approach freezing.

He is also drunk as a skunk.

The second man wears a mix of Western and native clothes, glasses and a bowler hat. I can appreciate the care that was invested in making the arrangement stylish. He looks scared.

The last man is a warrior. If the eagle feathers, spear, and javelins had not given him away, his scowl and musculature would have made it obvious. His expression is that of a man who has utterly run out of patience and is one wrong word away from a tussle.

Mesmerized, I observe them. What are they doing here so late? And why?

The drunk man falls on his knees before the statue and starts muttering and shrieking imprecations in a language I do not know. His lunatic ravings reach a crescendo that ends in a sentence that he screams at the top of his lungs.

“Come and partake.”

What!?”

WHAT?!

Did this buffoon actually…Impossible. Implausible. This is surely a coincidence?

The man quickly proves me wrong. He grabs a bowl from some recess of his cloth, stabs himself in the arm quite viciously and soon enough, the recipient contains a few gulps of blood. He then kneels and presents this offering towards my general direction.

The warrior is at the end of his patience, he is about to intervene when the man with glasses holds him back. They move a small distance away, then start arguing between themselves, gesticulating and pointing at the kneeling lunatic, the statue and wherever they came from.

The scent of the blood reaches me and despite being fed, my fangs come out. This man’s blood contains powerful magic. Drinking it would be extremely beneficial, not to mention delicious.

It is here, cooling in that bowl.

It would be a shame to let it go to waste.

With a last inspection of my surroundings, I leave the safety of the woods and silently approach the madman. My instincts tell me that it is safe, that the supplicant should not be ignored.

Yes, this is right.

A moment later, I drink the bowl and lick the wound close. The lunatic looks at me with brown eyes full of wonder, and I realize that he is much younger than I thought. He waits for me to release his arm and smiles toothily.

That is not the reaction I expected. Regardless, the beacon and offerings mean they have a proposal, and now I am interested in hearing it.

“You may speak, supplicant.”

The two others jump and yelp as they finally notice me. The warrior immediately points his spear in my direction before realizing something. His eyes go from furious to afraid and when his companion pushes the weapon down, he does not resist.

As I wait without a move, the lunatic places his head against my leg and sighs. I abhor physical contact from strangers, yet his gesture is so innocent and harmless that I decide to tolerate it.

I place a proprietary hand on the young man’s head.

“Well?”

The pair look at each other and the hatted man lifts his hat and addresses me in French.

“Good evening madam, I am Iskani, of the Choctaw people. We invited you here because we humbly request your assistance.”

He grips the hat nervously. I signal him to go on.

“Our tribe is hunted by a giant cursed alligator. It is said that the beast is as long as three men and black as the night. It comes out every month to eat a woman or a child. We cannot let this continue.

My chief Minco,” He points to the warrior, “led several hunts against the creature, but they were not successful. It stays hidden and turns a deaf ear to the challenges of brave hunters.”

The warrior crosses his arms as if to dare me to deride his efforts.

"Our shaman Nashoba had a vision. He said that a pale one would be willing to help, maybe.” The man swallows in fear. He knows what we are capable of. He also knows that he stands without a weapon or a plan on an open field.

I am curious about the beast, however.

I was informed by Baudouin that vampires cannot feed on animals and indeed, beast blood lacks this vitality I crave so much. With that said, I successfully fed from a werewolf and I am not quite confident that a seven feet tall fur-covered wolf hybrid still qualifies as a homo sapiens.

He was technically a cursed human, of course, but with that form…

Could I perhaps feed on a magical beast to grow stronger?

I am tempted to try. I could certainly use the distraction, at least.

“What do you offer in exchange?”

The translator turns to his chief and the two debate for a while, eventually the chief points to Nashoda with a smirk. His companion frowns, yet still offers.

“Minco says that should you slay the beast, we will let you have the shaman to drink dry.”

I remain silent and unmoving. This is not right. Only a free man can become a supplicant. Only what is offered freely can be taken fully.

My lack of response produces the expected result. The two men start shifting nervously and Minco’s grip on his spear makes the wood creak.

I turn to the kneeling shaman.

“Should I do as your chief asks, you will offer your blood to me freely.”

“Forgive me, pale one, our shaman does not speak—”

“Give blood, earring to hide better, for you, child of thorn and hunger.”

He blinks slowly, first one eye then the other, like a wave. One of his pupils is much larger than the other.

This young man is mad as a March hare and caution dictates that I should not trust a word he says. It would be wrong. Nashoba showed up exactly as I reached this clearing.

Given our respective speed, he would have had to depart from his village far before I noticed the beacon. He also spoke the tongue, twice and that is no coincidence.

It is said that genius and insanity walk hand in hand. Perhaps there is some truth to it.

He also offered me something I did not ask for. Earrings that will help me hide? Did he see a reason why I would need those? Did he see my future?

This man is dangerous. Perhaps I should dispose of him before he can be turned against me.

No, this is wrong, a supplicant should never be harmed. What was I thinking?

“Agreed.”

The shaman nods as if my approval was never in doubt. He stands up and points a finger towards one side of the valley that goes deeper into native land. A low incline leads to a sparse canopy of trees and the occasional glimpse of gray water.

As a gesture of goodwill, I nod to his two companions, but they only stare at me with apprehension. This is a bit rude, though I harbor no grudge. Their fear is not unwarranted.

I pick up my pack and set out while they do the same.

Once I am out of view, I change into the battle dress. The original spotless garment now harbors a bloody stab wound, a bloody bullet wound, a bloodstain on the left shoulder and scorch marks. It also smells a bit rank as a result. I really need to stop and do some actual laundry.

Ariane, the vampire that washes bloody rags under the moonlight. Perhaps I should sing, too.

I quickly reach the edge of the marsh proper. Now, how to proceed? My quarry should be either in, or next to a body of water that can contain it. Even accounting for exaggeration, the beast should be massive and only the largest ponds would be a suitable habitat for it. I am reasonably confident that I can feel its magic.

My plan is decided. I shall skirt alongside the aforementioned ponds and keep my senses sharp. I will start by going left and circle the marsh, then go inwards. I will use this opportunity to find shelter should the task prove to be too much for a single night.

Nodding to myself, I set out and for a couple of hours, I search. At this time of the year, the marsh is unusually quiet. Strands of mist hover on the water and around naked trees. Their blackened limbs extend like the desiccated hands of crones, ready to snatch and strangle.

Only the sound of my traveling boots in the odd pool breaks the ominous silence. Finally, I find the first trace of my quarry.

Under a gnarled root, I find a severed arm. Only my keen nose led me to the relatively fresh appendage. It has been cut off at the shoulder and I push it with a shoe to stare at the grisly wound.

I count three tooth marks. For an entire shoulder.

Aha.

I back up slowly and almost lose my footing when I step in a hole. Cursing, I quickly regain my balance and stop when I realize what I walked in.

It is a footprint.

It is…quite large.

Really large.

Surely, it could not be that big? When Iskani said that the creature was as long as three men, he was joking, right? That was poetic license, yes? It just has very, very big feet. Right?

Oh my God.

That thing must be as big as a bloody elephant! Nevermind my rifle; I should have brought a navy cannon, nay, a frigate, with a full marine complement!

Did I truly agree to go after this Behemoth? Was I insane?

Forget it, it would be better to cover the entire marsh in black tar and set it on fire. Problem solved.

I stay like this for a few seconds, but my cold will soon reasserts itself. This is a hunt. The prey is deadly, and so am I.

I secure my backpack and take out and load the pistol with a silver bullet. Should the beast assault me, I will rely on my speed to shoot and stab it in the eyes. Alligator brains are small and their eyes unarmored. It will do.

I hope.

Another few minutes later, I stop as I see something promising. There is a small lake further inland with parts of the shore suspiciously devoid of vegetation. I creep closer and my suspicions are confirmed.

There are a few stumps and dead trees as if something massive had passed through several times. This could be the lair of my prey. I start walking along the edge until I pick something up, the aura of a living being.

I step away from the edge of the water as soon as I realize two problems. First, it does not come from the water but a copse of trees a few paces away. Secondly, it is wrong.

This aura does not feel like a marsh animal should. It is powerful, yes, but powerful like a mountain, like steel. It is unbreakable, indomitable and it is ancient.

I turn to the source, aim my pistol and cock it. Without being prompted, a nightmarish form stands up.

And up, and up.

What in the name of…

It is an abomination! An insectoid creature covered in moss and dead vegetation, with two arms and two legs and…

Oh.

It is a very tall, very strong man in a black iron armor of strange make, covered with camouflage.

“Are ye quite alright, lass?”

With an annoyed click, I close my mouth and holster the pistol. I must have looked like some scared bumpkin just now. What a disgrace! A giant insect? Please.

“Yes, I am, thank you for inquiring Mr…?”

The man in front of me is a force of nature. He is the tallest person I have ever seen by a wide margin and his shoulders match the rest of his physique. What can be seen that is not hidden by armor is scar-covered muscles and tan skin.

The armor itself is a thing of wonder. It looks like it was built from a locomotive, with rivets and additions aplenty and shaped like a massive beetle. There are even gauges and buttons spread about. I cannot see his expression behind a conical half-helmet and glasses that look like a pair of tinted monocles.

The rest of his face is covered by a majestic beard sitting under a huge, ruddy nose.

Quite the character!

“Loth of Skoragg, lass, it is a pleasure to meet ye.”

The man’s voice is deep and cultured. It is much softer than I expected, even if there is a gravelly quality to it.

“Ariane,” I reply as I curtsy.

This is new and exciting!

“May I inquire as to what you were trying to ambush here?”

“Of course. I am hunting an alligator of prodigious size that has been terrorizing the locals.”

I freeze.

Could it be?

“And were you perhaps asked to do so by a trio of Choctaw men?”

“Ah, ye saw their advertisement too?”

Gah! Of course! They just attract anyone that has a chance and then throw them at their problem. Is this a scam? Have I been swindled?

“And may I ask what you have been promised as compensation?”

“A few shards of obsidian. Nothing too fancy. Ye?”

“A trinket, also I get to drink from the shaman.”

Oops, I spoke too hastily! Instead of a reply, a whirr and click come from the man’s helmet and his left eye’s lens is substituted by a reddish one.

“Ah, a vampire. I never expected one so far away from a large settlement. Well, to tell ye the truth I am more interested in the beast’s scales, unfortunately, it has refused to come out and attack me. I had resolved to wait on one of its trails until it passed by, but your arrival has changed things. Do tell, how did ye notice me, lass?”

“I…”

I hesitate. The man raises a hand.

“I apologize for my manners, vampire. It has been a while since I had a proper discussion and I am understandably rusty.”

He stands straighter and the armor creaks and groans like an old barn to accommodate him. That thing must weigh a ton!

“Hmm hmm, I, Loth of Skoragg, would like to offer ye to cooperate on this hunt. Since our prizes are different, there is no reason for us ta compete. Instead, I would like to ask for the help of whatever keen senses told ye of my presence. In return, I shall cover ye and provide ranged support to take down the beast.”

I see no field cannon on that man.

“And what, pray tell, will you use to pierce through its thick dermis?”

“I thought ye’d never ask, lass.”

Loth turns back and leans forward. There are a few clangs, a few grunts and he eventually turns around to show me his weapon, proudly displayed in front of his hips.

“Oh, my, it is so big!”

The man smiles as I admire his equipment. It looks like a harpoon launcher that would have been taken from a whaler’s deck. It is humongous in size and no human should be able to wield this monstrosity.

“Aye, just wait ‘till I start shooting.”

By comparison, my poor pistol looks woefully inadequate. Oh, what an unpleasant feeling.

“Before I agree, I would like to ask you a few questions. You are not human, are you?”

The man stops moving.

“Wh…what gave it away?”

“Hmm you have an aura but you are not a mage, there is also your size, that strange armor of yours, the oversized harpoon…”

“Aye, alright, but what about my voice? My mannerisms? Close yer eyes for a while and imagine we’re havin’ this conversation in a nice salon, aye? Would I come off as strange?”

“This conversation? The one we are having about hunting a titanic magical alligator together, at night, in Choctaw territory, in exchange for blood and obsidian shards?”

He nods frantically.

“Uuuuuuh, besides the obvious, you sound perfectly normal, I think?”

“Oof! Ya had me worried for a second there lass. Ya see I haven’t had a talk this long in three months! I was afraid I was coming off as peculiar. Ya know, borderline? Loony? Isolation can do that to ya."

“I…I see. Hold on, you have not talked to anyone in three months?! What in the world were you doing!?”

“I was looking for magical beast skin.”

“…”

“…”

“Magical alligator skin?”

“Aye lass that would do, and that is why I need yer help! I thought I was blessed when I spotted that towering column of magic those lads set up and heard their proposal. But that beast is cunning! It hides from groups and things too big. I walked around; screamed obscenities that could be heard from here to the North pole and even showed it my arse but ‘twas all for nothing! The beast will not take the bait. I have been stuck in that piece of armor for three bloody days! Do you know how hard it is when you got that itch in yer nads?”

Does this man have any censure?!

“Ye alright lass?”

I close my mouth with a click. I just wanted to know what he was! How did we end up talking about his itchy crotch? Arg!

“Oooh, ye asked me what I am. Well, I am a Dvergur.”

I stare in silence.

“Aye, don’t look at me like that! I’m telling the truth. I’m probably the only Dvergur on the continent, well, the only one with pure enough blood to know what he is.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well we have a veeeery low birth rate, aye, and we are so close to human that most can’t tell, so many of us just marry into human families. Why, my second wife was human!”

“What happened to her? Where is she?”

“She died of old age! That was, oh three hundred years ago, give or take.”

“WHAT?! How old are you!?”

“Aye lass, that’s sort of a personal thing to ask hey?”

And telling me about the state of his unmentionables is not personal? Pah! Men, I swear.

“We are close to stone and steel. Always have been. We love metal and magic and we wield them well! Why, I built that thing meself! Oh, and we also love good liquor. And lasses, or lads! Ah, and we can live very long. My grand-uncle Lokri, bless his heart, was already a man when Rome fell to those Hun upstarts. And he’s probably still alive if his harpy of a wife has not…”

I spend a good three minutes listening to the man talk about his cousins twice-removed back in Norway and Lapony and whatnot, and I am growing increasingly worried. I am confident that the Choctaw tribesmen will not speak of me, not because I believe in their honesty, but because no warriors worth their salt will admit to having asked a foreign woman for help.

I am planning to kill Loth, however. He already proved beyond the shadow of a doubt that he cannot keep his mouth shut. The more he talks, the more I see the issue.

Loth is a centuries-old battle-hardened veteran encased in a magical suit of armor of his own making. I would rather try my luck against the crocodile, bare-handed.

Could I possibly wait until he lowers his guard? He will get out of this thing after the hunt. I can still work with him to slay our quarry, though I dislike the idea of murdering someone I fought side by side with.

"—and then it took three weeks for their wives to figure out the twins had switched places! Bwahahaha! Lokri and Takk are such pranksters!”

“Loth of Skoragg?”

“Aye?”

“I propose that we kill the alligator together. You take all the skin you want, I get to try its blood and then we shall return to the tribesmen and claim our respective rewards. Do you agree?”

“Aye, sure lass, works fer me. We’ve already delayed long enough as it is.”

And whose fault is this you gossiping blabbermouth?! Gah!

“Let us set out then.”

I walk forward, close to the water while Loth covers me from much farther away. When I asked him about it, he answered that the beast would only go after “cute and juicy-rumped targets”, that I should not worry my “pretty noggin” over playing bait because he could “throw a Francisca through a troll’s nostrils at a hundred paces.” Whatever that meant, and that I was, therefore “guarded as a dragon’s bollocks”.

After that, I decided not to ask any more questions.

Loth is direct, vulgar and talkative but as I offer my back to him, I do not doubt that he will only protect it. My instincts agree.

I do not want to fight him, but I want to fall back into vampire hands even less.

We circle the whole pond without success and the strange man leads me to another lake where our target may be resting.

“Ya know, East of here there’s a species of wetland trees with its roots bare. It’s a bit indecent if ye ask me. They’re showing their naked legs to everyone if ya think about it.”

“Ya know, all this mud reminds me of Aunt Gerda’s cooking. She could not make a proper meal ta save her life. We used to say, just throw it up it will taste better the second time! I remember that even that starving fox…”

“Ya know, I think vampires should say yesternight, cause it’s never yesterday, technically.”

He never shuts up.

I know a few nasty words could make him stop. I do not say them. It would be unwise to antagonize him now.

Ah who am I kidding, I understand him perfectly. He has spent three months in solitude, and now he has someone who he can talk to about events that happened two hundred years before without being seen as a madman.

He is also the only Dvergur around. I know that I should avoid other vampires like the plague but at least they are there. I am not the only one of my kind. I have Jimena. I have my father and Aintza. Loth is alone.

How can someone so old be so alone?

“And here we are lass, I hope I did not bother too much with me ramblings aye?”

“Not at all Loth. Should we proceed as before?”

“Aye. Just so. Keep yer peepers open, I think it’s the right one.”

We keep walking. The immobility of the marsh grates on my nerves. At the same time, I feel myself growing sluggish. The tedious search is not the same as an active hunt, and since I fed almost immediately upon waking up, I am becoming Thirsty.

A noise behind me. I turn around.

Massive jaws.

Impossible, IMPOSSIBLE! I did not feel anything?!

I move and it compensates. With a snap, it closes.

Caught.

DRAGGED. STUCK. TRAPPED. MUST SLASH.

The thing is too fast, its skin too thick, it drags me away. My head is submerged. There is muddy water in my mouth; there is muddy water in my lungs. It hurts. My leg hurts.

IGNORE PAIN, KILL FIGHT.

I grab the silver dagger and stab what I can reach: inside a nostril, the gum, a broken tooth. I fight like a fury. I grab the jaw and try to push it away.

Suddenly, I surface.

I manage to open the nightmarish maw, I free a bleeding leg. I crawl away. The beast does not move.

I cough a lungful of brackish liquid. I turn again. It’s dead. I cough more.

“Ariane.”

I’m fine, I’m fine, I’m fine.

“Ariane! You are safe lass, it’s over. We killed it.”

“I did not feel it coming, at all!” I reply, coughing up putrid water.

“Yes, I understand now, it could mask its presence. I was looking at the water the whole time and did not see anything. Its eyes should have been visible.”

I stare at the corpse of the beast. The alligator is as massive as expected, and its scales are completely black. The darkness is so intense it seems like it is swallowing the light. Even the corridors of the arena were never that dark.

The beast has a single, massive harpoon lodged to the hilt in its eye. Transparent liquid slowly drips down its side

This was an incredible shot. Loth is as good as his word.

After a pause, the man goes on.

“Try the blood, then we can go back. I’ll skin the thing tomorrow at dawn.”

Yes, I should not let myself be distracted by a near-death experience at the hand of a massive saurian.

I take my knife and stab into its throat. A thin trail of blood drips down. I must hurry before all the vitality disappears.

I take one swallow.

“Blergh.”

So bitter! This is completely undrinkable! I can feel the potency, but I cannot stomach its medium.

“Yes, I thought it might be the case. I met vampires in Boston, ya know? Some of them can distill essence from magical beast blood. I thought it was weird that ye tried to drink it raw.”

He looks at me and frowns.

This is bad, I don’t want him to figure out my circumstances.

“We should get back to my camp. I have rainwater. Let’s wash the worst of it clean.”

I look down at myself.

The dress is beyond ruined. A massive tear runs from waist high down and shows my pale left leg on top of the existing damage. It is also disgustingly filthy. The walk back to the camp feels like an eternity, an eternity spent picking weed out of my hair. Eventually, we arrive back where we first met.

“Come, sit.”

I am not thinking straight. I am exhausted now. I still need to pick up my gear and find shelter for the day. This will be a closer call than I would like.

I sheathe the knife and drop my holster. I will have to clean those very thoroughly, preferably before I slumber. I really need one night spent on supplies and cleaning. So bothersome.

Loth grabs an entire barrel and slowly upends it on top of my head. I rinse my hair, my face. I remove the worst from the dress. I need clean clothes.

“Hey lass, that hunt was a bit anticlimactic don’t ye think? We got all that anticipation, all that tension, and then bam, it’s over in a second. Kind of disappointing, ya know. I was hoping for something that would get the blood pumping”

It suddenly occurs to me that I am weakened, and completely unarmed. He…he wouldn’t…

“I know what I want to do to get a little bit of excitement, a challenge if ye will. I heard that vampires are exceptional at it”

No! He wants a real hunt. I can’t fight him, I am not at my best and he is dangerous, deadly even!

RECOVER DAGGER, CREATE DISTANCE, HIDE, AMBU…

“Say, let’s have sex!”

WHAT

What?!

“What?!” I sputter.

“Aye, to celebrate the hunt, the fact that we’re alive and the beast is dead aye? We Dvergur….”

His hand caresses my shoulder…

I am crying. The front of my dress is shredded, but my right arm is still free. I grab around. I find a rock. The abomination has stopped moving. It is looking right at me, daring me to act.

“Go on, try.”

With a yell of defiance, I smash the rock against its temple. I might as well have hit a steel door.

“I think that you do not need to use that arm anymore.”

A heavy hand grabs my shoulder.

“NOOOOOO!”

I jump, I grab my knife, I wave it in front of me.

“STAY AWAY FROM ME!”

He looks too astonished to move at first, then he slowly raises his hands to appear harmless.

“You, you stay away from me, don’t touch me. Don’t touch me at all. Stay away.”

“Alright.”

“You, you don’t come near.”

“I won’t come near. I’m sitting down.”

He does, and at the same time, he deflates. I know that he is the same size, but he seems to collapse on himself. Slowly, Loth raises his hand and unlocks something, then he removes his helmet, which falls on the ground with a loud thud. He then waits in silence.

I realize that I am hyperventilating. Ariane, the only hyperventilating creature that needs no air. Pathetic.

I am pathetic. I was weak. I am weak. We killed the alligator? What a joke. He killed the alligator. I was just floundering around like an idiot. I am still very much the Spawn that was thrown away by its Master after only four bloody days. Unwanted. A bargaining chip. The butt of the bloody joke. Damn it.

We spend some time in this strange stalemate. I am standing with a blade trying to regain control, while he sits quietly, waiting for God knows what.

“I am so sorry, Ariane.”

I look up and take his measure for the first time. Now that his head is revealed, I can see that Loth has a pleasant face, in a rugged gentleman kind of way. His hair is black and cut short and he has chestnut-colored eyes currently fixed on me. Right now, he looks like a beaten dog. A harpoon-equipped, armored, beaten dog.

I say nothing.

He waits.

Why did this happen? I have been touched by people before without triggering any memories, without turning into a quivering mess.

Except, besides my father, I have never been touched by a man who wasn’t a cattle or a supplicant. They were all in my power.

They were not men to me, not really. Loth is. He is mature, strong and we are not bound by oath or contract.

What should I do?

At a loss, I look up to the Silent Watcher. Once more, its quiet gaze brings me a modicum of self-control.

“Ye’re a fugitive, ain’t ye?”

Well, that settles it. He figured me out. It has come to this. I should never have agreed to a truce, I should have fought him on the spot.

I stand up.

“What if I am?”

“Aye, don’t get yer panties in a twist. I’m asking because, well, because I can help ya.”

I scoff. Does he think me daft?

“Why would you ever do something like that? We just met.”

I must run away. Even with his helmet off, I am far from confident that I can slay him.

Loth’s expression turns resolute. He stands up, takes a step back and methodically removes a gauntlet. I watch, mesmerized as he takes a small knife and slices his palm open. Blood wells. It smells pretty good.

“I, Loth of Skoragg, hereby swear that I shall protect Ariane’s life, freedom, and welfare until next midnight, or die trying.”

A powerful wave of magic washes over me. It tastes like snow, mountain, and unyielding metal, all things I am not familiar with and yet I feel them as if I knew them intimately. The intensity of the blood oath is stunning.

The Dvergur closes his fist and kisses it without breaking eye contact with me.

What?! What just happened?

I don’t know what to say. I certainly did not expect this. Loth of Skoragg, a warrior, and craftsman will die to defend me if it comes to it. I know this with the same certainty that I know the sun will rise in the East. It is inevitable.

“But why?”

“Perhaps I feel like a fool that ignored all the obvious signs. Perhaps I owe ye for what I just put ye through by being callous. And perhaps…”

He pauses for a long time and I wait without a sound. This moment feels important. It would be sacrilegious to interrupt him.

“Perhaps I feel lonely.”

I ponder this strange confession for a little while. His words make little sense to me. I cannot reconcile them with my image of him.

“I do not understand. You look human, you sound human, you can drink, eat and walk under the sun, so why are you alone?”

“Ye are so young to ask me such a question. Tyr, I should have known. I should have noticed. Yes, humans are good companions. Did I mention me second wife, Agna?”

I nod.

“I stayed by her side until her head went white. In the end, she could no longer walk, could barely see. Never did she harbor any grudge that her body would fail her while I would go on.”

Loth marks a heavy pause. The pain in his eyes is sobering.

“It broke me heart when she died. I promised myself, never again. Our children were adults by that time, so I picked me things up and left. I stayed in the mountains for a century to hone my craft. It did not help. Even today I can see her smile as a young lass, as a mother, as a mature woman and as I held her hand because she could not see me no more. If ye live long enough ye will know this too. Human lives shine bright, but they fade fast. I cannot let meself be burnt like that again.”

“And maybe I will die in two weeks. Fugitive, remember?”

“And maybe ye won’t, especially if ye accept me proposal. The gist of it is, maybe in a hundred years, ye’ll still be here. The humans won’t, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Just knowing it is enough.”

“Not to mention, you can’t talk about that time your nephew Rollo showed his posterior to Edward the First without people starting to wonder how old that would make you.”

“Aye lass, ye got me here. Rollo two Beards we called him afterward!”

“Well, after what you said and that oath of yours, I think…I think that I want to hear your proposal.”

“And I’ll tell ye tomorrow. Ye’re barely staying awake as it is, and we need to find ye some shelter.”

“Yes…I am afraid you may have to carry me.”

“That’s not the issue…Don’t ye want to get changed? Ye’re kind of covered in swamp water”

“Ah! Let us make haste!”


Chapter 17: Loth of Skoragg's Offer

My wrists and ankles are bound to the chair by massive manacles of steel and silver. Scarlet runes glow ominously.

“Does it not look scrumptious, Ari?”

The long table spreads in front of me. I am at the place of honor, where the “pater familias”, the father, should sit. This isn’t normal. The dishes are not normal. They shimmer in the semi-darkness like red-hot embers.

“It…It sure does Aunt Sara!”

“Does it now?” she replies with a smirk, “Well then, should we start?”

Her eyes are not the usual grey. They are as dark as the place between the stars and just as empty. My right hand is drawn forward to a fork by the manacle. I cannot resist. When I make contact, the cutlery flashes blue and my skin erupts in bloody blisters. I bite down screams of pain.

“Something the matter Ari? You are Ari, are you not?”

“Of course, something is the matter, darling.” Says Uncle Roger as he takes a seat, soon followed by other members of the family. Black eyes everywhere.

A powerful hand grabs my hair and pulls my head back.

“Did you forget to say the Graces, sister? Surely, only a dirty slut who sold herself to the Devil to survive would forget to say them?”

“No! No, I was just waiting for everyone to be seated, as is proper!”

“Proper hmmm? Well since you are so proper dear sister, you may say them first.”

“But Achille, Papa should be the one to do it, no?”

Father enters the room. Each of his steps makes the ground tremble. He is so strong, strong enough to shatter my arms with a finger. On his collar stands a cross of the order of Gabriel, and in his hands, he holds wooden spikes and a silver maul. He takes the seat that faces mine, at the end of the table.

“Tut tut tut daughter. We awaited your return among us for so long. Just this once, you may take my place and do the rites. It is a great honor, one that only a wanton harlot would refuse. You agree, do you not?”

“O…of course.”

“Very good. Since we are all here, you may begin.”

They all stare at me with hungry mouths just a bit too wide. The skin around their eyes cracks as the darkness spreads.

“B…Bless us…O…  O Lord,” I manage to croak between two coughs, “and these Thy…”

My throat burns, clouds of ash and droplets of charred blood erupt from my mouth with each word. I have to continue, oh no, they are standing up, no please…
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I wake up to an unfamiliar sight: the canopy of a canvas tent.

I lay in a metal box with the top opened. I do not remember how I got there.

I sit up and a simple cover of brown fabric falls from me. Under it, I am still wearing the traveled-stained dress I fell to torpor in.

I take in the sights. A single lamp shines with soft blue light on the vast interior. A chest and a tidied cot occupy one side, while another accommodates a copper tub filled to the brim with water. A chair next to it holds soap and a folded cloth.

“Hello?”

“I’m outside, lass.”

I stand up. The box I am in looks suspiciously like a coffin, except that this one has a lock on the inside allowing its occupant to shut it tight and a symbolic quilt. That is quite thoughtful, and the effort makes me feel a bit better after this nightmare.

I step to the entrance and move my head out.

We stand in a clearing. Two torches illuminate a circle of grassy earth upon which stand tanning posts. Vast squares of black scaly skin are left to dry. Loth is in the process of dismantling the first one with an ease that speaks of experience.

Tanneries usually smell like a latrine and I am quite surprised when my nose only picks up hints of chemicals and herbs.

“Good evening, Loth.”

“Good evening Ariane, I drew ye a bath and ye can tell me if that dress fits.”

“Hold on, you skinned and tanned the alligator, made a dress and the coffin for me in one day?!”

“I would prefer the term sarcophagus” he replies with a laugh, “and aye. You were slumbering for more than sixteen hours ya know? Ye must have been exhausted.”

“I see. Well, I’ll talk to you later.”

I feel a bit wary at the thought of disrobing while only a layer of fabric separates me from a man, but all my concerns melt away as I step into the bath.

“Aaahhh.”

It feels so incredibly good to immerse myself in piping warm, clean water after more than a week on the road. I submerge my head for a full minute and enjoy the feeling of weightlessness that no lack of air can disturb.

I sit back up and grab a bar of soap. It is scented! Is that jasmine? I slather my hair and body.

“Ooohhh, so good!”

It feels so incredible. Beware, world, Ariane the squeaky-clean Vampire Queen is about!

I hear Loth chuckle. He heard me! Gah!

I get out and dry myself on a deliciously clean towel just as the Thirst makes its presence known. I dig out my last set of relatively clean underwear and put on the dress.

It is a marvel. The cut is very simple and without any adornments but also comfortable and flexible. Dark green and brown cotton offer a natural camouflage and I can tell it has been reinforced at the sleeves. There are also, wonders of wonders, pockets! And it suits me!

I come out in a rush.

“Loth, this is incredible! How did you know my measurements?”

“I promise I did not touch ye Ariane, I just have quite a bit of experience with women.”

“Oh.”

I would blush if I still could.

“Just hold on for a bit while I pack.”

“Oh, let me assist.”

While he gathers the skin, I take care of the tent and its contents.

“Thank ya. Now let’s get all this on me ride.”

I pick up my bag and the chest and follow him. Across the clearing stands a huge metal box. I notice the enormous wheels stuck to it and realize that this is a carriage. If I had to transport all the jewels of India from one side of the continent to the other, I would place them in this.

“Wow.”

What manner of beast could draw this monstrosity? Curious, I circle.

“Wow!”

Loth smiles broadly and chuckles. His giant chest quakes with hilarity as I lay my eyes on a mastodon of a beast of burden.

Someone must have successfully cross-bred a bison with a blue whale! The shaggy quadruped is bigger than most carriages I have seen. A set of horns that could skewer a horse extend from its bovine skull.

“Hah, meet Asni. Impressive, isn’t he?”

“How?!”

“Ah don’t mind the size, he isn’t the biggest thing around. Instead, go closer.”

I hesitate.

“Loth, animals do not react well to my presence.”

“Asni is special. Come, come!”

We walk to the front of the animal. A shaggy mane covers its eyes. Only its jaw moves, busy masticating.

“Touch him.”

I am surprised to see that Asni has not reacted to my presence yet. I slowly bring a hand to its muzzle and pet him slowly. His pelt is surprisingly soft, and I find myself enjoying the experience.

Loth stands in front of me proudly with its chest out. He places a hand in the small of his back and shows Asni with the other. He looks like a businessman unveiling his latest venture.

“Have ye ever had your mount flee after a werewolf’s howl, or panic at the sight of a giant magical hyena? Does the scent of blood make yer ride unreliable? Well, worry no more, Loth of Skoragg has the solution. This here majestic beast is the result of decades of effort and selective breeding into making the absolute dumbest animal possible.”

I giggle.

“That’s right, ladies and gentlemen! This here beast is simply too dim-witted to be afraid. With Asni, experience the boundless courage of abysmal stupidity as it rides into battle with a serene heart and an empty skull!”

I applaud and Loth bows perfectly.

“Let’s be on our way before…”

It starts as a whistle, then a trumpet, then whistle, then trumpet again and ends up with the sound of wet cloth flapping in the wind.

It lasted for almost ten seconds.

I stare at Loth, horrified.

“Aye, that’s a problem. Let’s move before we can smell it. That’s also why I never park him near an open flame.”

I am tempted to ask to ride in the back. I do admire the beast, but I am not inclined to be submitted to such tempestuous bouts of flatulence. I know I do not have to breathe but this is simply a matter of principles!

We load everything in the back of his carriage in comfortable silence. I notice that his armor is stored in the center with free access. The interior looks defensible. This was designed on purpose to let him defend himself should the carriage be intercepted.

When we’re done, I sit next to him. He takes out a massive stick and slaps the beast’s rear with it. He places it back on the side and we wait.

And wait.

And wait.

Finally, the beast starts moving forward at a placid pace, pulling the moving fort as if it weighed nothing.

“Takes a few seconds for the signal to reach its brain. Ye got to anticipate when ye want to stop.”

I smile and let the movement distract me from the Thirst. I realize that our truce only lasts until midnight and if I want to consider staying with him, we need to have a talk. I decide to start with basic courtesy.

“I wanted to thank you for your care. You went beyond any reasonable expectations. I notice that you even cleaned my gun.”

“Ye’re welcome lass. Now we go to get yer reward and that blood. How long can ye go without feeding by the way? More than a day?”

“No.”

“I figured ye were pretty young. Ye’re not a courtier are ye? Ye’re a fledgling.”

“How do you know so much about us?”

“I think I mentioned that I met one of you near Boston. He goes by Constantine, and he’s a scholar of sorts. We talked a lot and I got some good work done with his protection.”

“I see, and to answer your question, yes I am a fledgling.”

“How old are ye really? Ye don’t have to answer by the way. I just know that younger vampires have more needs, so I’ll know how to adapt.”

I hesitate. There is no reason for me to share this with him. The less he knows, the less everything can go to the dogs if the deal falls through and I don’t manage to kill him.

Loth gives me a sad smile. For some reason, seeing the pain on his bushy face makes me uncomfortable. Between the ruddy nose and glorious beard, he looks like a favorite uncle or grandfather. It is a face designed for boisterous claims and roaring laughter, not for the raw hurt I see on it now.

“Ya know, I can see the cogs turning behind those sky-colored eyes of yers. I know we just met but I believe I have been nothing but true to my word. Even if we part ways, I will swear an oath to secrecy. Ye have nothing to fear from me.”

I believe him. I have spent so much time surrounded by the scum of the earth that I have forgotten that there are people out there whose sole purpose is not to make my life as miserable and brief as possible.

“I am twenty.”

“Oh, I thought that was less. Ye’re almost a courtier then.”

He stops.

“Ye do know vampires measure their age from the day they rise again, aye?”

“Uhh, now that you mention it, I think my friend mentioned this the first day we met. Then I am six months old.”

It sounds wrong when I say it, as if who I was before did not matter, as if you could discard almost two decades of life experience on the grounds that I was human when I had them.

Loth thinks on it for a while. He looks angry.

"That ain’t right lass, that ain’t right at all. Ye did not commit some sort of horrible crime, did ye?”

“Besides existing you mean? No. If you must know though, I have blood on my hands.”

“All vampires do. This ain’t right ta force someone so new ta flee away. A yearling should feel the need ta hunker down and nest for safety’s sake. If you felt compelled to take the road…I dare not imagine what ye went through.

“I have no more questions, so just ya know, I want to invite ye to live with me. I’ll protect ye and in return, there are a few things I can use yer help with, ye being an immortal killing machine and all. I’ll compensate ye of course, and it will be exciting work, ye can rely on that. Oh, and no biting me. Ask your questions.”

“Before we start, I want to make it clear. I’m not performing any 'favors'. For anyone.”

Loth suddenly turns terribly embarrassed, his nose becomes even redder than unusual.

“Hrm, again, I am so sorry for yesterday’s indiscretion. I assumed ye were much older and vampires have a bit of a reputation fer that. Please, forgive me. I have never taken a woman against her will and I shall never do so! Naturally, I will never expect anything of the sort. Please! Let us never speak of this again. Rest assured that I will never act in an untoward manner. My shame—”

“It’s alright, Loth” I reply, smiling “I believe you. I just needed to say it.”

“Of course, of course.”

“I do not have any questions at the moment. Tell me, what do you propose?”

“Aye, it’s simple enough lass. I have a manor with a basement in the town of Higginsville, named after its founder, Philip Higgins. I met him ya know? A fine lad, a bit obsessed with garter belts and Rubenian—”

“Loth?”

“Aye, I was saying. A manor. I’ll give ye a secure room and defend ye during the day. I’m one of the town's two doctors. They see me as a bit of an eccentric, a gentleman of science. Why, this one time, young Tim Letterson came to me and—”

“Loth.”

“Sorry, as the town doctor I will ask for blood donations in lieu of payment, ye see? I’ll say it’s for experiments. So ye can just drink fresh from a chalice. Ye’ll need a few glasses per night and ye’ll have ta hunt on occasion, but it should be fine. In return, I’ll need yer help for a few things like hunting dangerous beasts, exploring caves, killing the odd brigand band and werewolf. Oh, and helping me carry heavy stuff. I only ask that you don’t kill anyone from the town. Limit yerself to criminals and outcasts.”

I stare at Loth who is now focused on the trail. He is giving me time to think.

It sounds too good to be true. I could lay low in a remote town where no vampires would look for me, protected by a gentleman of repute who would defend and hide me out of his own free will. I could survive my most vulnerable years safely. I could build something. I could learn something. I could send letters to Jimena and Papa.

I could live, as opposed to surviving.

“This is a very generous offer.”

“Aye, it is.”

“Is there a catch?”

“No, there isn’t, lass. Ye need a break. I’ll be happy to help. I wish someone had done it for me when I needed it.”

“I won’t kill people if I don’t want to.”

“HAHAHA! Lass, far be it from me to force a vampire to kill, aye?”

“I won’t break my word for you.”

“And neither will I.”

I want it. I really want it now.

“If I want to leave I can, and you will let me go and swear an oath to secrecy.”

“Aye.”

I want it.

“I want to try.”

“Then open your palm and we shake on it. Be aware that ye’re a creature of magic now. Ye can lie but ye can’t break an oath without breaking yerself.”

We slice our hands, him with a knife and I with a talon. We shake them firmly.

A powerful wave of magic washes over both of us. I feel Loth’s essence of mountain and steel and another one that smells of thorns and wet earth.

It is done.

I sit back into the chair and let the oath settle on me as the wound on my hand closes. This was strange and wonderful. This was an experience that I would never have thought possible a year ago. Perhaps, things do not have to be so bad.

Half an hour later, we reach the edge of the valley where we met the Choctaw men. Asni is strong but also slow. I do not mind.

We step down and walk to the statue, a totem apparently, and witness the approach of a strange procession.

Nashoba walks with the help of two scowling women. He looks cleaner and tidier than yesterday. Minco walks at their side with a furious glare, while Iskani trails the two groups with the awkward look of the man caught between two friends arguing.

They stop at ten paces and Iskani shuffles forward, greets us both with a bow and asks us how the hunt went.

Loth smiles and throws him a bag that smells of dead meat to me. The translator opens it and turns an interesting shade of green. Loth whispers in a sound that only I can hear.

“It’s the other eyeball.”

I school my expression so I do not laugh. The man brings the trophy to his chief who also grows noticeably paler. Yes, Minco, you are not impressing us very much with that tiny spear of yours.

Iskani grabs a satchel and hands it to Loth. My companion checks the contents then nods. It is right to make sure he receives his proper reward, even if it is of little value to him.

It is my turn. I extend my hand towards my supplicant. Nashoba tries to free himself from the grasp of the two women, but the left one holds him back and starts arguing with him and Minco.

My hand is still out.

They wouldn’t dare.

They wouldn’t dare break their word with me. I would have to teach them the consequences of their actions. I would have to make the lesson very thorough.

“Hssssssss”

I feel anger overcoming me, I feel the beast beneath the surface waking up.

The valley freezes. Even the wind dies down.

Loth’s measured and soft voice slithers through the fog over my mind.

“Ye’re not trying to renege on a deal with a pale one, are ya? Because that would be a bad idea.”

In the silence that follows, Nashoba frees himself from the paralyzed woman with the barest of touch.

Good, now I will kill only her.

My supplicant places his hand in mine. The other one brushes the skin of my wrist.

I look at him. With an innocent smile, he reaches into his pocket and takes out a pair of earrings. Today, his eyes are clear and focused.

“Gift.”

The pieces of jewelry are made of copper and transparent stone engraved with strange drawings. No matter how much I concentrate on them they always appear out of focus, as if they were somehow avoiding me.

Nashoba closes my hand over the offering and slowly comes closer. He grabs one of my shoulders and offers me his throat.

Hmm, perhaps there is no need to slay anyone tonight. All is as it should be.

I hold him up as I feed.

This is unexpected. He is, of course, delicious, but there is something more. His power resonates within me. There is something familiar that echoes with the refuge I find myself in.

I stop long before I need to. I have taken my due, I do not need more.

I lick the wound close. The shaman smiles one last time. He walks to the two women who pick him up and leave in a hurry. They do not meet my eyes. The two men look at me, at each other and follow suit. I did not know people could go that fast without running.

Loth and I leave as well and settle on the steel carriage.

“Ye sure know how ta leave an impression. Well done.”

“You approve?”

“I’d say ye left a warning without hurting anyone and that’s the best outcome. I’d also say how you deal with oathbreakers is none of my concern. Ye ready to go?”

“Yes, I am ready and eager.”

Loth pokes Asni.

“Good, now I wanted ta talk about yer lair. All good lairs need ta be hidden, protected and not worth the effort, as cousin Okri used ta say.”

“He was a locksmith?”

“Nah, a thief. Still is!”

The carriage moves slowly into the night and for the first time since I woke up a vampire, I feel safe. With the help of Loth, I will hide and I will grow until I can stand on my own. This new world is vast and eventually, I shall carve myself a place in it.


Chapter 18: Six Months Later

My dearest Ariane,

Words cannot express how relieved I am to hear from you. Aintza and I were ready to cover your tracks, fully expecting a slip-up. When you disappeared without a trace, we feared the worst. I now see that my concerns were unwarranted and that you are very much the resourceful young vampire I took you to be.

Onto the most pressing matters, I must issue a word of warning. You must not, under any circumstances, write to your father. I do not believe that the Lancasters suspect you may have survived, however, the order of Gabriel has sent significant reinforcements to Louisiana following their disastrous assault. We believe your house to be under constant surveillance. Do send me a short message and I will make sure it reaches him safely.

As for that most potent blood that was given to you after your apparent demise at my hand, I was hoping you could have forgotten its very existence. I must beseech you, never to mention it to anyone. Forgive me, for I cannot say more.

I am pleased with your arrangement. A safe place to grow and prosper is exactly what you need now. It is what you should have received. Do be cautious, for overconfidence is always involved in our kind’s demise and pride will ever be our greatest sin.

Aintza is well and she has indeed made a full recovery. She mentioned that you defended her life at a risk to your own even though your freedom was at hand. I will be eternally grateful to you for this decision, and I am proud to call you my friend.

Please write often and let me know about your adventures. Use the same secured method.

Yours,

Jimena of the Cadiz
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The log cabin has grown quite a bit, I muse, as I stare at the massive four-poster bed at its center. The fire roars in the chimney with a flame that will never burn me. A cool wind brings the smell of wet earth through an open window.

Someone is knocking politely.

I stand up and go down the stairs to the house’s main room. I open the gate and stare outside. The small grass expanse that leads to the thorn forest lies empty.

A path opens before me. I follow it to a dense line of trees stretching on both sides as far as the eye can see. Thorny vines twist and mesh to form an impenetrable wall that looks more sculpted than grown. The knocks come from behind.

There is something familiar about the rhythm I cannot quite place. There is also nothing hostile about the invitation. If I were to compare it, it would be the same as a friend tugging on your sleeve to wake you up.

I want to get through.

The roots and trunks shiver then part before me with a deep rumble. An alley extends into the mists.

I stumble when I cross the threshold, but something helps me regain my balance. I move through the white fog for a few moments until I come across a small mound.

The air clears up and I am standing in a gorge. On both sides, sheer cliffs climb up beyond my sight while in front stands a most peculiar structure. It looks like someone carved a temple in the very rock. The architecture is blocky, massive and solemn. Styled lions stand guard at each side of a monumental entrance.

What I thought to be a mound turns out to be a tortoise of massive proportion. It spreads all over the path and is currently sleeping contentedly. The Choctaw shaman is perched atop its shell.

“Nashoba?”

“Child of thorn and hunger. Curious home this is, no? You should visit.”

“Where is it?”

“Not where, when.”

The tortoise yawns and the mists close on me.
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“Please miss, you gotta believe me!”

“Nope!”

“I swear, I am not the person you are looking for.”

“Yes, you are Charles Bishop, charlatan, conman, and horse thief.”

“You got the wrong person miss, I never heard of this Bishop.”

“And yet you ride on a horse that was stolen from the Mitchell estate this very morning by a Charles Bishop, charlatan, conman, and horse thief, who happens to match your description.”

“That’s not right miss, you must have seen it wrong!”

“I found their brand on the beast’s leg.”

That was a lie, but it is indeed the right horse. I simply do love how Mr. Bishop’s face falls for half a second as he rebuilds a tale in his brain that will accommodate my solid evidence.

“Ah, I knew my kindness would play tricks on me! I met this man not three hours ago, he looked desperate. He wanted to sell me this horse so he could take a coach to Savannah to visit his sick mother. And I, the fool, believed him! I did not tell you because I knew there was trouble. You gotta believe me, I am the victim in this sordid affair!”

Mesmerizing. He is spinning a tale and gauging my reaction at the very same time! Is this how people like him manipulate their audience, through constant adaptation? Truly, this man is an artist. It is no wonder that he could swindle old Margie Mitchell out of her pension.

“A famous tale Mr. Bishop. Now we shall play a little game. I will ask you questions and if you lie, I will break one of your fingers.”

I grab his bound hands in my own and free his index without much fuss.

“Let us start with a simple one. What is your name?”

“Marcus.”

Snap.

“AAAAaaaagh. What is wrong with you! This is intolerable, an abuse of power. Guards, guards, anyone, help! I am being assaulted! You better let me go before I have you arrested for your heinous crimes! The law is on my side.”

The man swallows nervously. His eyes dart around my face, looking for hints of emotions. Hmm, perhaps I should stop smiling so much. It is at least fortunate that I had the presence of mind to hide my fangs.

“What. Is. Your. Name.”

He hesitates

“Miss you gotta believe me I’m telling the truth, I am the victim of an odious machination. My name really is Marcus!”

Snap.

“Aaaaaa! FUCK! Aaaaaaahaha! It hurts! Miss, please, have mercy. You’re a sharp lady aye, I can see that. I am indeed Charles Bishop,”

I was almost expecting him to double down!

“But I was telling you the truth! I am indeed the victim of an odious machination! Those Mitchell bastards are a bunch of heathens and faithless liars. I have done nothing as they say, they’re just slandering me because the truth is that Jeremy Mitchell….is my father!”

“Pffff Hohohohaha this is just too good. Oh my! Do these kinds of lies work on anyone?”

“I swear it on God!”

Snap.

“AAAAaaaa JESUS! FUCK!”

“Tut tut tut, do not anger me by making false oaths, particularly on that name. You know this is an experiment, correct? I am just determining how many fingers it will take before you realize I can see through your lies.”

“Miss, miss, enough! Please!”

“I only asked for your name and we are already at three fingers. I hope you can do better in the future.”

I brush the top of the knee-high wheat with a gloved hand.

This is frustrating.

I had to drag Mr. Bishop half a mile into a deserted field while a man could have flashed his credentials and conducted the interrogation in a private room in the town hall. This is unfair.

I even asked Loth for male clothes, but he said I had, and I quote, “an arse ta send ships across the Aegean” and that he “would not have innocent young lads question their sexuality every time ye cross the street.”

Which I assume means crossdressing is off.

So here I am. Entertaining myself as best as I can, in the middle of a wheat field in the back end of Georgia while I could be doing it in a comfortable room, with the full authority of the citizen watch simply because my genitals do not happen to dangle around when I walk.

This is a disgrace. I almost miss vampire society and its ruthless equal treatment.

“Miss?”

How should I proceed?

“Besides cash, what did you steal?”

A quick movement of the eye to the right, towards the town.

“So you did steal something.”

“No miss, please, you gotta believe me, I’m an honest man!”

Snap.

“Gaaaaaaaaaaaahahahaaaaaaaahaha!”

“Charles dear, you are almost begging for it. You already admitted to lying not a minute ago. Do you ever realize that you are going too far?”

“Baaaaahahaha”

I watch, impressed, as Mr. Bishop spins an incredible tale of pain and misery for a whole minute. Tears flow from his eyes, and snot from his nostrils like unto the Niagara Falls. He is the very picture of despair and repentance. I just have to let him go, and after he buys medicine for his poor mother, he will lead the honest life he always craved. I try to look increasingly filled with pity as the story reaches its dramatic conclusion.

“Your poor family.”

“Yes, miss.”

“What caused your sister to go blind?”

“I, Uhh”

Snap.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA”

“Charles, Charles, now you are making me angry. Don’t tell me you’ve never thought of that! Of course, people are going to be asking questions to challenge your claims! You need to be able to answer such basic inquiries on the spot or the lies will unravel. What a poor performance. Ah, what am I to do with you?”

Hmm.

“Anyway, onto the next question. Is what you stole in the horse’s saddle.”

“YES, YES DAMMIT YES, IT’S ALL THERE!”

“And the pension?”

“…”

Snap.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAA I DID NOT SAY ANYTHING!”

“You were thinking about it! You were licking your lips and calculating the odds! I am tired of this, you obviously cannot tell the truth to save your own miserable life! I broke six fingers! Six! How stupid can you be! Do not waste my time any further.”

“Yes, yes I'll tell you!”

I grab the man’s hair with one hand and Jimena’s dagger with the other. I place the blade at the base of the orbit, just below the eyeball. He freezes.

“I will now ask one more time. If anything but the precise and complete answer to my question comes out of your mouth, I will push the knife in. And I do mean anything. You protest, you beg, whimper or lie and you lose that eye and I go to the next target. You don’t need any eyes, nor ears, nor fingers to tell me what I want to know. I will take them in precisely that order until I get what I want. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

He nods.

“Where is the pension money?”

“I buried it in a burlap sack under the apple tree behind the inn. The one that's next to the shitter.”

“Very good.”

I sheathe the dagger and go rummage into my backpack for what I stole from the inn.

“You’re probably here for the bounty aye? You could take everything and let me go, keep the pension for yourself. If someone asks, you never met me. Just untie me and I’ll be gone like the wind. You’ll never see me again and the pension money will be yours.”

Oh?

“Charles, Charles, Charles, if I were to do as you ask and keep the pension for myself, why, pray tell, would I ever leave a witness?”

Mr. Bishop turns to a pleasant shade of grey. Oh, he is so ripe with fear and vitality! A few more minutes and I will be unable to resist.

“I may consider letting you go if you do a little thing for me. A very simple thing.”

“Yes, yes, please anything!”

Bishop yelps in surprise, and then in pain as I shove a brand-new candle between his bound hands. The look of incomprehension on his face as I use a match to light it is just precious.

“I just realized that tonight is my Birthday! Well, in a manner of speaking. I was not exactly born. Still, I simply must celebrate the occasion. I would just ask that you sing for me.”

“W…what?”

“SING!”

“H…Haaaaappy Birthday t…to youuu.”

I sing along and only take my dagger out once, to encourage him to finish. When he is done, I clap and blow out the candle. Only the light of the moon shines on us now.

“Good! And now I need a drink, for what is a party with nothing to drink? Would you help me get something nice?”

“Of course! Drink as much as you like!”

“Why thank you!”

I grab him by the throat and bite down.
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Several things have changed over the past six months. I can move faster and for longer periods of time. I can use the same energy to strengthen myself, although I find it much more difficult. I can also wrestle adult men without effort.

The most valuable change, in my opinion, is that I can now stay awake for almost the entire night, though to be fair, the night lasts for nine hours in July.

It is only by living with Loth that I realize how little I can accomplish every day. With only a few hours of complete activity, every project takes a week to finish. I should not be surprised that Father Perry managed to catch up to me. In two days of intense riding, he easily went further than I had in one week.

Despite the short time I have at my disposal, I have managed to accomplish several things. I have assisted Loth in several hunts and I often help him with the finishing touches of delicate tasks. In return, I have learned to read several rune alphabets and although magic is beyond me, its understanding is not.

I now comprehend the abilities of mages and the various tools at their disposal and I must say that I am incredibly lucky that those I faced were lone wolves. A cabal of them working together is a dangerous thing indeed.

When I am not working with Loth, I read and hunt bounties.

The town we live in and its neighbors do not have a group dedicated to law enforcement. Lawbreakers are dealt with by groups of “concerned citizens” who can be prompt to dish out mob justice.

When the perpetrator manages to escape immediate punishment, the mayor issues a bounty so that he, or in this case she, who brings them back are compensated for the loss of income.

Being a bounty hunter is no easy task. When the judge and half the jury know the victim personally, the executioner has his work cut out for him and the fugitives know it.

Hence my arrangement with the good Mr. Partridge.
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I knock on the reinforced wooden door.

“Come in!”

I enter a soberly decorated living room. I do my best to ignore the ever-present Christian imagery and focus on the man in front of me.

Michael Partridge is a stocky man with a greying beard and a single good eye. The undyed clothes he wears underline wiry muscles that age has not managed to tear down, although he is starting to sport a little belly.

“Miss Delaney, did you find him?”

Loth goes by Delaney, for now.

“Yes. I left him tied under the big chestnut tree, at the crossing between Jacksonville and the Holst farmstead.”

“Well done, I will pick him up tomorrow. The horse?”

“Tied up in front of the Fat Pig tavern.”

“And old Ms. Mitchell’s savings?”

“All here,” I answer as I place the loot on his table. “There is also a pair of silver candelabra and some cutlery. Hold on.”

I exit the house and return with a bag I pretend to struggle with. I was never weak, for a woman, but I am not built like a day laborer and silver can be rather heavy.

Loth mentioned that humans are designed to notice inconsistencies as a survival mechanism, and so I am careful when dealing with people I do not intend to bite.

I deposit the heavy bag next to the first one.

“Good find. The Mitchells did not mention this. Could it be from another victim?”

“I doubt that he had the time. Perhaps old Lady Mitchell did not want to admit to being swindled and robbed blind. You know how ashamed people can be about being attacked as if it were their fault that they were targeted.”

Michael nods thoughtfully.

“Or perhaps she forgot, but yes, that is plausible. I remember thinking if I had dodged left instead of backward, that Hessian spear would never have… ah but listen to me rambling like an old man. Thank you, miss Delaney. I will make sure Margaret knows how much you helped.”

“You must be discreet.”

“Of course, of course.”

I am about to leave but my host scratches his beard and gazes in the distance, a sure sign that something bothers him.

“Do tell, what is the cause of your uneasiness?”

The man sighs and massages his tired eyes.

“Would you care for a cup of tea?”

Even if I could drink it, I would refuse simply for that massive cross hanging above the table.

“It is late sir, and I should really be heading home.”

“Yes, and it is not even proper for me to ask, just as it is not proper… Ah, there is not a single proper thing to this whole madness. I am helping a lone woman apprehend dangerous criminals in the dead of night. This is insanity. You should be home in your bed at this hour, or better yet, in the bed of your husband.”

“And then who would have caught up with that Bishop fellow?”

“I don’t know! Phillips maybe, or the Mitchell brothers when they arrive! Not… you!”

“And do you believe they would have forced where he had buried his catch out of him if they found him at all?”

He is about to retort when the information registers. Curses I should have remained silent.

“What did you do to him?”

Way to go, Ariane.

“I just broke a few fingers.”

“JESUS, WOMAN!”

I wince.

“Language!”

“Ah! I… I am sorry. This is wrong miss Delaney, just plain wrong.”

I need to act. If our agreement is broken it will make hunting outlaws much less rewarding.

“When you return old Mrs. Mitchell her life savings, look her in the eyes and tell her it is wrong, tell her it was not proper. We live in a lawless land Michael, and for evil to triumph, it is enough that good people do nothing. If we both do not stand up to treachery, who will? If we must choose between propriety and justice, I know that my heart will lean towards what will protect our people.”

Hmm, I am laying it a little thick here.

“You… you are right miss Delaney. I have no right to object,” he says as a single tear rolls down in ruddy cheek, ”I only wish this bad leg of mine wouldn’t hold me back.”

Huh. It worked. He wipes his eyes and stares straight at me, nodding at my pretend determination to carry out the law.

“I do not know why you were blessed with those skills even though you are of the fairer sex, but the Lord works in mysterious ways, and so long as we carry His will, that is all that matters. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and may He have mercy on Charles Bishop for we shall not.”

He stands up and grabs my hand, which he shakes with enthusiasm and leads me outside.

“Go home safe miss Delaney, sleep well and may God be with you. You did well tonight. I will leave the reward with your uncle.”

I walk back to Loth’s mansion. Hmmm, what just happened? We went from finger breaking to having a religious moment? Well, as long as I can keep hunting, I suppose it matters little.


Chapter 19: A Gentleman and a Scholar

I wake up to the same thing I have woken to for the past hundred days: complete darkness. My hand easily finds and pulls a handle. With nary a noise, the top of my sarcophagus slides up and away on a pair of well-oiled rails. The exterior is completely smooth. It can only be opened from the inside.

My room is rather small but I like it. It is well furnished with a bed I barely ever use, a desk, a wardrobe that hides a secret exit and a small but well-provisioned library.

I quickly dress and cross through the fortified door that leads to the rest of the basement, rushing up the steps to reach the study. Loth is not here so I quickly uncover two golden chalices decorated with runes and gulp down their crimson contents.

The chalices are of Loth’s design and manage to preserve the vitality of the liquid for a short while. This way, I can get some nourishment from donors I will never have to touch. It is not much though, just a pale copy of the real thing to stem the Thirst until the next bounty. It will never suffice on its own.

I close my eyes and listen. Loth is not in his office, which means…

I leave the part of the house that doubles as a doctor’s office and reach Loth’s private quarters. A woman is slowly walking down the stairs. Despite her conservative clothes and traces of gray in her hair, she blushes like a maiden when she sees me.

“Hello Mrs. Nobel.”

“Oh, Ariane! I did not see you there. I was just umm…”

“Of course, Mrs. Nobel, I wish you a good evening.”

Turning a delicate shade of tulip, the mature woman makes an awkward exit on shaky legs. As she passes me by, I catch a whiff of her. Oh my, Loth, you have outdone yourself this time.

Leaving our visitor to her walk of shame, I continue and hear Loth in the smoking room. I knock politely.

“Good evening Loth, are you decent?”

“Good evening Ari, come in, come in!”

Loth sits leisurely in a very casual set of silk pants and jacket crossed over a muscular and hirsute chest. He sips whiskey from a lowball glass while staring at nothing.

“It is good that ye came, there are three things I wanted ta address.”

“Oh?” I answer, suddenly wary.

“Nothing bad I assure ye. First, I recovered a letter from Jimena at the drop point. Here it is." He says, and hands me a sealed envelope.

“The second thing is a bit delicate, ya know. Would ya consider taking a seat?” he says, and gestures to a leather couch. I do as he says.

“It has come to me attention that the disgusting little weasel who abused poor Margaret was apprehended yesterday. I received a very thoughtful thank ye note from her, I should mention. She even offered to introduce ye to her favorite nephew, a banker from Savannah who happens to be looking fer a wife.”

“Unfortunately, I must decline.”

“I shall convey yer regrets lass. What concerns me slightly is the state of the weasel’s hands. Now, ye have respected our agreement to the letter and ye had every right ta kill the prick where he stood, however, I would like ta offer ye a piece of advice, from an old monster to a young one.”

“How unusually serious. Do tell.”

“I know ya played with that one while ye simply bit and questioned that other conman from three weeks ago. Ya treated them differently. Why?”

“I was curious about Bishop’s lies. It is as if he could not stop, as if his life depended on it. Testing the limits was quite interesting.”

“So ye did it on the spur of the moment, aye?”

“Yes?”

Loth calmly puts his glass on the coffee table, bridging his fingers in front of him in a pose I now associate with lecturing.

“Many of us long-lived creatures do not attach the same value ta life as most mortals do. They will often hesitate ta torture or ta kill, ya know. It is a natural mechanism that I have observed in all of the peaceful societies I have lived in and is, I believe, caused by the need ta live in harmony. Killing becomes taboo. We outsiders are exempt of that. This is both a benefit and a tremendous risk.

Ya see, the more you follow your instincts and the more you are prone ta fall onto the path of easy murder, until the very idea of civilization and peaceful cohabitation loses its meaning.”

My Master being the prime example of that.

“Do you mean that I should not torture or kill?”

“Of course not, ye are a vampire. And besides, it would be hypocritical of me to ask this of ya, don’t ye think?”

I remember the only time we went after a band of outlaws together. They had raided a distant farm and spared no one. Loth had been thorough. He does not play around like I do. He is methodical and merciless.

“I merely suggest that ye develop a code and try ta stick to it.”

“What if I decide that rapists and those who wear white at someone else’s wedding can be mercilessly tortured before I kill them?”

“Then it is so. I am not judging the scale by which ye decide someone’s fate, Ari, I only ask that ye find one.”

I contemplate those words. Loth is experienced and there is a truth to what he says. I suppose I could at least try.

“I need to think of one. And it will not apply if my life is at risk.”

“Naturally. Now, onto more pleasant matters. I apologize fer the heavy discussion and I have just the thing ta lighten the mood. There’s this English lad who came ta visit this afternoon. He wanted ta, what was it? Entertain me with a proposal that I would find to me taste. Or something. I thought ye might want ta hear it as well, so I told him ta show up at nine.”

“That is very thoughtful of you Loth. I appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it lass” he adds with a smile, “and if he’s trying to, as aunt Freyja said, slather me up and shove me on a spit, I want ya to eat him.”

I smile as we talk about yesterday’s hunt. No matter what happens, tonight will be fun!
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“Cecil Rutherford Bingle, miss, at your service!”

The red-haired man removes his bowler hat and bows perfectly. I simply cannot believe my eyes. The chops, the wide, waxed mustache, the leather overcoat, everything conspires to make him appear as the hero of some silly book about mummies and damsels in distress.

He has a ruggedly handsome face with a chin like a sledgehammer and the healthy tan of a consummate traveler. He even speaks as if he were in the middle of a theater and had to be heard by spectators on the fourth floor! I am simply in awe.

Loth gives me a half-smile and a knowing look.

“Oh, uh, it is my pleasure, Mr. Bingle.”

“Hohoho, do not be alarmed by my roguish appearance, young miss, I assure you, I do not bite!”

What a coincidence.

“Yet the road is perilous, and a gentleman must do what he must to guarantee his safety, I say! Now, I apologize if I seem abrupt, but the tardiness and the reason for my visit bear heavily on my heart, and I must beg you to hear me out promptly, for this matter is urgent, as you shall see Professor Delaney.”

Loth answers in kind.

“Then let us retire to my salon. Ari, my dear, would ye be so kind as to brew a pot for our guest, and then join us?”

“Mr. Delaney, far from me to tell you how to manage your house, hrm, however, the matters I wish to address are so grave as to, hrm, hurt delicate sensitivities, and I would be mortified if your niece were to be indisposed as a result of hearing them!”

Loth takes on a grave and tragic air. With his red nose and beard, he looks like a grizzled retired captain reminiscing about a doomed expedition to the North Pole.

“My esteemed guest, I appreciate yer tactful observation and I see that even in your hour of need, ye still show admirable concern for everyone around ye, however I ask now that ye trust in my judgment on this matter, as it pertains ta my expertise, and to please exert patience, as the necessity of her presence will be explained in due time.”

“Very well, Mr. Delaney, lead the way!”

I leave the two men to go prepare tea and cups. I find the ritual of tea brewing relaxing, one of the reasons why Loth lets me use his precious reserve. It does not matter that I do not drink, the act of preparing it and the fragrance from a successful brew are rewards enough.

When I reach the others, Loth is busy explaining the subtle differences between two rune systems, one of which I am unfamiliar with.

After serving them, I sit on a comfortable leather sofa slightly on the side. After one last dubious look at me, Bingle starts his tale.

“Three years ago, I was stationed in Gibraltar when I met a most peculiar and delightful woman by the name of Flora Schaffer. The daughter of a Prussian Junker, she had a deep and curious interest in ancient history. When my service ended, I agreed to follow her in an expedition to Syria, deep in Ottoman territory. I shall not recount our tale now, as one night would not be enough to do it justice. Suffice to say she located a tablet covered in strange runes that she studied with a morbid fascination.”

Bingle’s eyes grow distant as he becomes fully absorbed in his recounting.

“Seven months ago, I received a letter from her, and it was no small amount of surprise that I learnt that she was in the Americas, where her search had led her. Indeed, the only match for those strange runes came from a lone amphora traded to a collector of curios by a group of Natives who disappeared soon after. The letter was vague but hinted at the need for a dangerous expedition. Alas, when I arrived, she had already left to hire a group of adventurers of ill repute called the Valiant Companions. This was three months ago. I am afraid that her eagerness may have cost her dearly."

At this point of the story, Bingle’s mood turns darker.

“I inquired about them and learned the most dreadful thing: they are now suspected of several acts of heinous banditry, such as raiding, kidnapping, and racketeering. They have since then escaped the vicinity of Savannah and thus, the arm of the law. Of my companion, there is no trace and I fear the worst has happened.

“Intent on gathering clues, I found her notebook in her personal effects, however many of the notes relate to a runic alphabet I cannot decipher. I was about to give in to despair when a friend of mine mentioned you, Mr. Delaney. He said that you were a scholar, a gentleman, and a crack shot, all qualities that I am in dire need of.”

Loth nods in understanding. He opens the notebook and takes out a few drawings, then raises an eyebrow. He places them back and resumes the conversation.

“I appreciate the worth and the urgency of yer task Mr. Bingle. Before we continue, I ask that ye forgive my rudeness for there is something I need ta discuss with my niece. If ye’ll excuse us for a moment.”

I follow Loth outside.

“Yes?”

“He is going ta ask me to join him on his expedition and I am going ta accept because I am bored and his story sounds interesting. I think ye should join too.”

“Isn’t every trip dangerous? What if I cannot find any prey?”

“I think this will not be a problem, at least not at the early stage. I anticipate a lot of violence. The reason why I ask is because I recognized the runes on the tablet and amphora. Those are vampire runes.”

“Truly? In the tongue?”

“Yes. They are vanishingly rare in mundane circles, and their presence outside of vampire circles makes no sense. I am curious as to how the trail ended up here. I also need to state that remote regions of the world are where deranged individuals hide, and strange runes are closely associated with them.

“There is a major issue though, should ya join, and it is that of your peculiarities. Mr. Bingle is sharper than he appears, and I have no doubt that he will figure out that something is wrong too quickly. I would be disappointed if we had to silence him.”

“If we travel together, I am afraid that it is inevitable. What do you propose?” I reply.

“Well, I caught a glimpse of Frau Schaffer’s notebook and it contained ample references to magic although I doubt that she was a practitioner herself. I am convinced that Bingle knows about magic in general, and suspects that I dabble. Otherwise, he would have defended himself from believing in it beforehand so as not to appear as a lunatic. We could pretend that you are under a curse.”

“A curse? I would be a human victim of a spell?”

“Yes.”

“Would he believe it?”

“He will if you are the one to tell him the tale. Vampires are unnaturally persuasive. I am sure you can come up with something.”

“What do we do with him after we discover the truth? I would rather know beforehand. I will not create ties or take oaths if we end up disposing of him.”

“If we manage to keep most of your physical prowess and my deadliest enchanted weapon under wrap, it should be within his expectations. If so, he will naturally assume that we are but two eccentric people and we won’t have to kill him. If we reveal inhuman traits, then it is different. He will want to know the truth.”

“If we fight by his side then killing him would be distasteful.”

“Then let us make sure it does not happen.”

I do not even suggest getting rid of the man and recovering everything ourselves. This man is Loth’s supplicant, he is also a guest and he has been nothing but honorable. It would simply be wrong to slay him.

We head back and as I sit, Loth turns to me.

“Cecil, I ask that you forgive my poor manners. I had to ask my niece if she were comfortable about sharing the details of the tragedy we will soon address. But before we begin, Cecil, I must ask. Do you believe in magic? Do you believe that in dark corners of the world exist things that have no place in civilized society? Do you believe that there is some knowledge that it would be wise not to acquire?”

“Mr. Delaney, no, Loth. I was afraid to say so, for who in their right mind would believe what seems like childish poppycock! Yet my eyes did not deceive me, back in Syria. I saw and fought things that will never have their place in a compendium of natural history.”

“Indeed, and this leads me to my poor Ariane’s story.”

In a shaky voice, I tell Bingle about my father, the African explorer. How he hunted dangerous game, and how one day he came across a strange altar while tracking a vicious lion on the plains of the Serengeti. Upon this altar sat the effigy of a bat.

“Curious, if wary, he brought it to a local sorcerer. He was told that the effigy was linked to a powerful spirit, that of a night hunter. A ravenous, bloodthirsty beast.  He was told that the night hunter would share its gift upon the offering of a suitable sacrifice. Amused, my father brought the morbid statue back with him as a sort of grisly trophy.

“The years went by and we thought nothing of it until my father’s vision declined and he was forced to retire. Alas, the thrill of the hunt could not be denied, and he became increasingly obsessed. What if he could still go after the most dangerous prey and fell them? What if he could move at night like the deadliest panther? The thought devoured him until he could take it no longer.

“I tried to stop him, to distract him, but it was in vain. One night, I saw a light in the distance and grew suspicious. As I approached, the most horrid spectacle was unveiled, and I almost fainted. Upon a meadow was my father, the accursed effigy and the bleeding body of the family dog. My father turned to me and the insanity in his eyes made me recoil in terror.

“Behold, Ariane, for we are blessed!” He said in a great and terrible voice. Then, with a great laugh, he ran into the woods with a vitality and gait most unnatural. I waited for his return and as dawn came, I saw him appear on the horizon. As the rays of the sun touched him, a dreadful shriek escaped his lips. He fell, unconscious.

“I immediately set out to rescue him but alas, no sooner had I stepped outside that a most abominable pain seized me and I was forced to retreat. The sacrifice, it seems, was not suitable. Indeed, how could such a dreadful entity accept anything but the most precious of flesh? We were deemed unworthy. In exchange for vision, my father and his bloodline were cursed never to walk under the sun on penalty of death. Worse, I now must follow their habits and drink the blood of living creatures!

“I left the family house without looking back and went to my dear uncle for help, for his knowledge of the world is renowned. He protects me and together, we have looked for a cure forever since.”

Warm tears fall freely from Cecil Rutherford Bingle’s weathered face by the time I finish the steaming pile of inanities that is this story and when he speaks, his voice is quavering with emotion.

“Such a dreadful tale my dear, such a dreadful, dreadful fate! Oh, cruelty of cruelties to place this burden on the shoulder of such kind a soul, such amenable a temperament! If I can be of help…”

I shake my head, my eyes wet with emotion, face slightly flushed despite their pallor.

“It almost seems like a lost cause Mr. Bingle, but at least I have my dear uncle to look after me. I wish to accompany and help, for if I cannot save myself, my heart can be at ease with the belief that I should help others.”

Bingle lets out a terrible sob as emotion once again overcomes him. Loth grabs my shoulder in a paternal hand, his face also marred by sorrow and regret. As he turns away to wipe a tear I hear a whisper from him.

“Seven out of ten.”

What?! The man is crying, I at least deserve a nine! Bah.

"Cecil, ye may ask yerself why I wanted to share this delicate piece of information with ye, sir. Well I wanted ta explain why my niece is competent to hear such stories. She is also well-versed in dead languages. Ariane, could ye look at this?”

I take the notebook and read what was transcribed from the amphora.

“Salt.”

“Salt?”

“Yes salt, the alchemical reagent. This is the language of Akkad, derived from Akkadian inscriptions. Notice the sharp indents. The runes are designed to be inscribed on a tablet with a stylus.”

“What could it mean?”

“This was most likely taken from an alchemy set. It hints at some sort of laboratory or even something larger.”

Or a kitchen, but it would imply a vampire chef and I simply cannot picture it.

“Who would use a long dead language to perform alchemy?” asks Bingle.

“Someone who studied alchemy from a dead civilization, perhaps.”

Or someone who was there when it was still very much alive.

Loth clears his throat and the adventurer emerges from his contemplation to look at him.

“My dear Mr. Bingle, if I understand correctly, ye require my expertise in deciphering Mrs. Schaffer’s notes, and ye also ask for me to join ye on this expedition, aye?”

Bingle blushes in embarrassment when the enormity of what he asks is stated so plainly.

“Hrm, I am aware that I ask much, however, circumstances dictate that I put aside my pride! Indeed, the life of Flora is certainly at risk, and I would gladly sacrifice my reputation should it bring her back alive and safe. Please forgive me for this audacious request and know that we Bingles are not without means. I will compensate you for this effort, naturally, though I know that for a gentleman such as yourself, the call of adventure, knowledge, and honor fulfilled are of greater import!”

I never imagined that Bingle could assess Loth so accurately, albeit for the wrong reasons. I can tell that his curiosity is piqued. An amphora covered with ancient runes, found here? Even I am curious.

“Fret not, Mr. Bingle, fer yer call fer help has not fallen on deaf ears. I am willing, nay, eager, ta help ye rescue yer friend from those ruffians. We shall depart tomorrow and find those Valiant Companions you spoke of so we can determine Miss Schaffer’s whereabouts. I have a few acquaintances in law enforcement who will be happy to inform me upon their current location. Perhaps the outlaws will be amenable to discussion and if not, we can extract this knowledge from them through violence or subterfuge.”
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The conversation devolves into minutiae and after a manly handshake, Bingle is gone. Loth and I go to his workshop.

The massive room which takes half of the first and second floor is his sanctuary. I only entered the place a few times and never alone, so it comes as a mild surprise when he drags me in.

“Ariane, I have a service to ask of you. I am quite drained.”

I chuckle. He smiles, a bit embarrassed.

“Yes, I did not anticipate Clara’s appetite. In any case, I am tired. Could you please pack for me?”

“Of course.”

He points out what he wants to take, and I spend a few hours moving heavy equipment and gadgets to the heavy carriage. Even though he does not intend to use it, I also take his massive armor as a measure of safety.

I myself pack the practical outfits he made for me, as well as my rifle, knife and notebook on ancient languages. I go by the kitchen and prepare a significant amount of travel food. After I am done, I retire to my room.

I pick a piece of paper. It was torn from an advertisement and on it are a few words.

“I love you daughter, do not forget your promise.”

A tear smudged the ink a bit.

I place it in a locket, which I put around my neck.

Finally, I decide to open Jimena’s letter. Most of the content is news about herself, but one line catches my attention.

‘We have received confirmation that the Southern Lady was lost off the coast of Senegal with all hands.’

This was the ship my Master was sailing on. I do not know what happened to him. I was told that older vampires can enter a form of stasis if they are trapped somewhere, so it is likely that he still lives, held in an iron coffin in the darkness of the deep ocean.

I do not know how I feel about this.

Artificial tendrils of twisted love make me yearn to go and rescue him, but they are quickly silenced.

I am relieved that I will not see him again. I hate how I lose my mind when he is around.

I am afraid of what will happen when he gets free.

It is inevitable.

Well, enough moping. This is far beyond my control.

I drag the sarcophagus to the carriage, secure it and call it a night.


Chapter 20: The Pursuer and the Pursued

Bonk.

“Ouch.”

BONK.

“Ow! What in the…!?”

I open the sarcophagus and jump out in a fury. I am inside the carriage. It is currently running at full speed on a bumpy road. Why would they ever do something so…

Bang!

Ah, of course.

I open a small slit that allows sight to the forward coach.

“Uncle? I take it the negotiations did not pan out?”

“Ah, Ari. We can’t seem to shake them off. Can you think of something?”

“Miss Delaney, this is not safe, you should stay inside while we deal with those ruffians!”

“I’ll see what I can do!”

I jump and reach a hatch on the carriage’s ceiling. I quickly open it and take a look outside.

Around us, a dense pine forest hugs a trail that should be too small for our wheels. Behind us, a dozen men on horses are following with sabers and pistols waving fiercely. As I watch, one of them tries to overtake the carriage and catches a bullet for his trouble.

I turn my head and end up face to face with a bandit crawling forward. His surprise turns to a vicious smile when he sees me.

Breakfast delivery? How thoughtful!

I grace him with my own vicious smile and as he starts screaming, I claw his shoulder and drag him to the darkness below, face first. I am about to bite when Loth yells.

“Hurry girl, Asni can’t last much longer!”

How annoying, they are interrupting my moment. I stun the man with a hit to the neck and decide how to address the problem.

PREY. WEAKLINGS. MAGGOTS. WAIT YOUR TURN, BLOODBAGS. CLIMB, HATCH. THERE. RUNNING AFTER ME! LET THEM KNOW.

“ROOOAAAAAAAAR”

Horses panic and collapse. Men try to keep control and fail. The pursuers stop in their tracks.

Good.

Now, back to breakfast.

“W-what was that?!”

Ah, oops?

I grab something on the floor and open the slit to a pair of curious eyes.

“Uncle, it worked! Your phlogiston noisinator scared them off!” I yell while waving around what is essentially a fuel tank with a gauge and three connectors.

“Remarkable!” answers the eyes on the right. “This invention is truly a godsend!”

“Yes, niece, I congratulate you on your…quick thinking.” answers the scowling pair of eyes on the left.

I nod happily and discreetly push the bandit’s body under a tarp in case Bingle’s eyes start roaming.

“Unfortunately, we are not safe yet. They are sure to resume pursuit and Asni has reached the end of his stamina. We need to hunker down somewhere and hold them off.”

“How about the river crossing, Loth? There is a small cliff on the side. We would be protected and have a commanding view of the passage.”

“Very well.”

I close the slit. We don’t have much time! I quickly drink the bandit, barely enjoying the experience. I open the hatch and let the corpse drop on the road. There. Ariane, queen of expedited evidence disposal.

A few minutes later, we cross a small river, not large enough to prevent passage downstream by determined riders, I note. The carriage is parked some distance away and the men take their weapons and prepare to leave.

“I shall stay here and water Asni. Be careful uncle, please! And you too, Mr. Bingle.”

“Hah, those low-lives will rue the day they came across Cecil Rutherford Bingle, I say! For it should be their last.” The man trumpets.

“I care not for the lives of those men, Mr. Bingle, I only want both of you to return to me safe.”

“Of course Ms. Delaney” he replies with a tremor in his voice, “We shall come back safe and sound. You have my word!”

I watch the two disappear in the darkness. Well, darkness for them, I can see perfectly well under the moonlight.

I take out a humongous barrel and start rolling liter upon liter to the poor overheated Asni. A few minutes later, the crack of discharged muskets reaches my ears.

Loth is only wearing a secured surcoat but I know he brought his night vision monocle. Those imbeciles are as good as dead.

That said, there is an obvious way to circumvent my allies’ blockade.

I close my eyes and focus. Yes, I hear the sound of hooves from across the water.

I lay low and follow them. Two hundred yards downstream, three men on horseback emerge from the vegetation and start crossing at a cautious pace.

I let them pass me by. One, two. Any time now.

The horses catch my scent and neigh nervously.

“What is wrong with those-”

Using the distraction, I jump on the last rider and stab him in the spine, then I haul him backwards.

“Some sort of beast? Smith, do you see anything? Smith?”

I slap the panicked horse on the rump and the scared animal immediately goes to a gallop. Cursing, the two other men try to keep control of their mounts and I take down the second one in the same manner.

The last man takes the hint and urges his horse to run away.

Futile.

I move. I grab him and bite deep. Once more, I must hurry and do not enjoy myself. Curses, but this travel is having some unintended consequences, namely, vampire travel rations.

I drop the third body and after making sure the horses are heading away from the crossing, I quickly run back. There, crisis averted and in perfect silence as well! Ariane, queen of efficacy.

I make sure that Asni is cooling down before settling in to wait. The two men soon return without a scratch. I come from behind the carriage with apparent worry turning to relief.

“Oh, thank G—thankfully, you are back! Are you both safe?” I say, then quickly turn away to stifle my cough.

“Yes, miss Delaney! Fear not, for we sure gave them what for!”

Loth silently points at my cheek. Oops.

I turn my visage away and pretend to dry tears while I do my best to clean the bandit’s blood.

“Oh, miss Delaney,” says Bingle with emotion.

Loth takes me in a bear hug and pats my back.

“There, there, it is all over, we are safe.”

And then more silently.

“How many?”

I escape the hug and turn to him with eyes full of tears.

“This wait frayed my nerves! I know it was a short time, but it felt like three hours!”

Loth nods.

“We gave them a lesson aye; one the survivors will not soon forget. Nevertheless, we should hide and recover for now. Let us depart, niece.”

We find a small recess in a woody valley large enough to accommodate everything. The men promptly dig a hole while I gather wood. They build the fire inside and when it starts, the light is blocked by the surrounding earth. Loth even uses some sort of grill to prevent smoke and floating embers from rising into the night sky. I do not mention that anyone with one eye and half a brain could follow our tracks.

I offer to take the first watch and Bingle only protests twice, a testament to how exhausted he is.

After three hours, Loth wakes up and joins me around the pit.

“So how did it go?”

“They denied ever meeting Flora. Bingle managed ta search their leader’s hideout while I was distracting the rest of the Valiants with a demonstration of the latest iteration of the Skoragg repeater. Reminds me of that time my first wife Gurda distracted a crowd with the proper way ta skin a rabbit while I was robbing their granary. Anyway. He stole a diary and another notebook but was found out. We escaped before it could degenerate into a large firefight.”

Loth is quiet. I know him rather well after our six months of friendship and I can tell that he is not done.

“There is something strange about that Bingle lad, a kind of magic.”

“He is a mage?”

“What? No. No, it is different. All our timings were too perfect, too dramatic. His infiltration should never have worked yet it did, and his exit should have not been noticed yet it was. It is as if… the world works around him, somehow. Events are changed to make things more exciting and keep him alive at the same time.”

“Are we in danger?”

“Good question. I don’t think so. He would not endanger us on purpose, ya know. Just consider the narrative when he is involved.”

“This does not make sense.”

“Welcome ta the world of wild magic, Ari.”

“I suppose I should not complain when it comes to magical aid. Vampires are not exactly at a disadvantage either.”

“Heh. Speaking of vampires, how are ye feeling?”

“It is barely past midnight. I can go on for another few hours. Why?”

“I’d like ya ta trace back our steps. See if we’ve been followed. The leader of the Valiants, Crow, he called himself, he was a bit on the side.”

“Meaning?”

“Aye, mad as a March hare, a few cards short of a deck, out there with the faeries, batty, nutty, off his damn trolley. Ya know, crazy.”

“I’ll go. If I don’t see him within one hour, I shall head back here.”

“Be careful.”

I strap up my knives but leave the rifle. I do not intend to shoot anyone if I can help it. We need to be discreet.


Chapter 21: Murder of Crows

I quickly retrace our steps. As expected, a blind child could track us down. In half an hour I slow down when I see the smoke and embers of another camp.

I creep closer until I happen upon the remainders of the ill-fated Valiants.

Most of the group lounges dejectedly around a few campfires. They lost more than half of their numbers today. Many men sit apart from each other. Eyes do not meet.

A real group bound by links of blood or friendship would cling together tightly. Misery and fear would promote the herd instinct and a feeling of unity before the catastrophe.

Those people are nothing like that. They are a band of jackals and hyenas brought together by greed and the promise of easy violence. Now that their failure is made evident, they are starting to split along lines of allegiance.

This motley crew does not even qualify for the moniker of Warband. Truly pathetic.

I can see the alpha and beta males in a contest. The beta is a huge man with an imposing black beard that reaches his protruding belly. The alpha is sitting on a rock, his hand on the pommel of a saber.

I can tell why he calls himself Crow. His jacket, trousers, and boots are black. Even his hat is the same color and adorned with shiny dark feathers of the eponymous bird.

I am getting flashbacks from half a year ago when I cleared the warehouse.

I return my attention to the group. They have two sentries. I also count over a dozen men in various stages of despair. Only the two leaders pose some sort of threat, or they would if they had adapted weapons, which I doubt.

I feel disappointed and this feeling worries me. I know what is required for survival. I know from the books Loth lent me that victory is often achieved before the battle even begins. I am still frustrated.

I want a challenge. I want to walk on the edge. I want a good Hunt so that when I defeat my opponent, their blood is that much sweeter.

I remember Nami’s expression when she let me drink from her. She was also seeking a thrill. Am I turning into a prideful fop?

I looked down on Gaspard, the man my master crushed because he was arrogant. I fear now that this lust for danger will make me take unreasonable risks.

On the other hand, measured risks are beneficial. I never learned so much about fighting as a vampire as when I was running the Gauntlet. There was a stake, a cost for defeat and therefore I was invested.

Even Loth, old as he is, still takes risks. I find it unlikely that a single bullet even to the head could take him out, however fighting still brings a risk to him.

He still does it.

Perhaps this is what it takes to stay alive for so long?

I will set my own rules now. I will challenge myself only if I am confident that I can at least escape and survive.

Yes, that sounds reasonable. I shall still ask Loth about his opinion later. He must have guidelines for having lived for so long.

Using a tried and true method, I wait until the first sentry gets out of sight to neutralize him. In the camp, nobody notices.

This is the first time since the night with Toussaint that I am faced with more blood than I can safely consume.

I cannot afford to get drunk this time. I decide to try to Devour him. It may only grant me a fraction of the normal vitality, but it is faster, does not make me drunk and leaves me in control. Truly there is no better way to recover strength quickly.

Now to do it.

I plunge eight fangs in the man’s carotid and pull. It is much harder than last time. The part of me that draws essence is not quite awake since I am already sated.

I try to bring it forth now.

MANY PREY. HUNTING GROUND. CATTLE.

Wait, cattle?

I smell the air. There, near the tent. It smells like unwashed women.

Could it be?

“You might as well come out!”

I turn my attention back to Crow who stands in the middle of the clearing. Everyone else is staring at him as if he were insane.

“Peter disappeared without a noise one minute ago and two men cannot account for all of our casualties. Not to mention, all of this occurred at night. I know what is happening, I know you’re here somewhere. Come on out. Let me see the face of my doom. I dare you!”

Oh? Now this is interesting.

“Do you now, little bird?”

How they jump in fright at the clear sound of my voice. How they brandish their weapons in vain.

Hopeless.

I step out in the middle of the clearing with my weapon holstered. I know how I look: like a young woman in a traveling dress. Young, fresh and innocent, with the pale skin of those who do not work outside.

The image in their head does not match with what they know. I present myself as a threat yet I do not look like one. Their expectations of the world will make them look down upon me until it is far too late. Such is the power of a vampire.

Despite his bluster, Crow swallows nervously. He looks like a little boy who challenged the monster under his bed to come out, only for something to drag on his sheets.

He called the night and I answered.

I tap my index under my chin and this time I do not bother to hide what I am. Talons and fangs are out. I stop bothering to breathe or close my eyes.

“I am curious, little bird, what did you think would happen now, hmm? A heroic fight?”

The man swallows and retorts with pretend confidence.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I challenge you to a duel.”

There is something desperate about the proclamation. Those are the words of a drowning man clinging to the familiar.

“And why would I accept?”

“Why not? Are you scared?”

I move, turning myself to slash the throat of the man approaching me from the back with his knife drawn.

I had heard the sound of metal scraping against leather. I saw the looks of the others when they forced themselves to look straight away. I smelled his perspiration and his fear.

I finish the circular motion in an instant, ending up exactly as I had started except for red liquid dripping down my claws. I hear blood spilling on the ground and the gurgles of the dying.

I resume as if nothing had happened.

“Am I truly? Or do I simply do not see the point in granting you this request? You will fight me anyway. Well, you will try. Why should I offer you a formal duel?”

“A wager!”

“Oh?”

I can almost see the cogs grinding in his skull, looking for a solution to his predicament.

“I have information. I know you were looking for the girl and you think you’ll get what you’re looking for from my diary, well, you won’t. You won’t get anything. It’s encrypted.”

“There is no cipher your mind can come up with that my friend cannot crack in twenty seconds.”

He shakes his head.

“Not that kind of cipher. I wrote things like, I smelled strawberry today and it means I was thinking of my sister.”

As he says so, he blushes. Hah, the dark and brooding Crow, thinking about a sister.

“It won’t matter. I know things that I didn’t write. Couldn’t write. It was just too insane. I know who she really was, what she really was after, exactly where I sold her, and to whom.”

“And what are you asking for in return?”

“If I give you a good show you will spare my men.”

The clearing is perfectly silent. You could hear a pin drop.

“We engage in bouts until blood is drawn. For every time you make me bleed, you get to choose one person. I will not hunt them, and they can survive the night. For every time I draw yours, you tell me something I want to know. If I don’t like it or it is too brief, I shall assume you have run out of ideas and I will kill you. While we duel, I will not use my powers, just my body and my blades.”

“Deal!”

“Then let us begin.”

I jump on the man, who desperately draws and attempts so slice me in the same motion. I am used to this now and I can tell where the blade will land. I simply block it with my knife and stab him in the shoulder with my left hand. Not too deep. Not the dominant arm. That would not be sporting.

“Gaaaaah! Hell!”

“Speak.”

“Gah, fine. Fine! That woman, she was not who she said she was. She had some weird rings and documents in German. When we captured her she said that she worked for the Order of the Heirs, whatever that means. She said they're a powerful secret society. I thought it might be poppycock but what do I know?”

Hmm, it appears that everyone and their dogs manipulated poor Cecil. Ah well, I care not. As long as she does not endanger me, she can belong to the Chinese imperial family for all I care.

As for the organization itself, there is absolutely no way that they would have a big enough presence here to be any of my concern in the short run. This is a problem for much later if indeed it is even true.

I resume a guarding stance and we circle each other. Crow probes my defenses with caution. I move as little as I can until he overextends on a feint. I jump forward and hit the saber with the knife’s small guard. We lock blades and I easily stop his left hand with my own. I stab a finger in his wrist and he drops the knife he had been concealing.

“Ah, dammit!”

“Speak.”

Cold sweat has started to form on Crow’s brow. A darker patch marks his wounds on his shoulder and sleeve.

He smells delicious, like battle lust and courage in the face of certain death. I am sated, for now, thankfully, or resisting the Thirst would be difficult.

“We sold the woman to some insane community up there at the southernmost peaks of the Appalachians. Some kind of inbred idiots who worship the weirdest things. Heathens and maniacs, the lot of them.”

“Where?”

“Hey come on, I…”

“Where?”

“F… four days of riding, to the North. They have some insane estate painted white and red. You’d think you were transported to bloody Gloucestershire.”

“Hmm.”

We resume guard positions and this time, Crow goes all out. I use it as an opportunity to dodge with minimal movement and try to predict the way he moves his body, and yet the fight becomes much harder.

His heavy cavalry saber was a liability in quick exchanges but now its weight and power make it harder to block and dodge. This exchange lasts for a very long time. Thirty seconds. Forty seconds. He does not relent.

At the fifty seconds mark, he tires and slips on the muddy ground. I lunge but he surprises me. Instead of trying to block his fall, he uses a two-handed strike to swipe at me. I block with my left talons but stop as I am about to stab him in the ribs.

We stay there for a second as I look into his terrified eyes.

Humans blink a lot.

I get back up and inspect my left hand. The blade caught between two talons and sliced my finger. The wound is already closed, but still. A deal is a deal.

“Choose.”

“What?”

“You drew blood. Choose.”

“Dalton.”

As the name crosses his lips, I hear a scream from behind. I turn to see the large bearded man take out a gun and aim it.

Not at me, at a very young man sitting terrified at the side.

Tut tut tut. I won’t have someone ruin my moment. I move.

I stab every finger of my left hand in the man’s chest. He gasps in pain and drops the gun.

Ooowww! What? That hurts! I think I broke two knuckles! How are ribs so bloody hard?! Master put his entire hand in someone’s chest and made it look easy! How!?

I remove my hand. The man falls without a noise and I face Crow again. I do my very best to school my expression.

Ouch ouch ouch ouch. Gah! Dammit! Must focus.

Crow looks at me warily. I assume an en guarde position again and we resume fighting.

I can tell that he is tiring. It is long past midnight, he has had a long day and he is bleeding.

Crow has a pattern. At the end of an exchange, he loves to swing and hit his opponent’s blade on the way up, then immediately slash back down and move forward at the same time before they can recover. It must have worked well against weaker opponents, particularly given how heavy his saber is.

It is useless against me.

The next time he does it. I strike the blade further out just as he reverses and get into his guard. I slice a shallow cut across his chest.

“Gah!”

We are now on the last act of this tragedy and the others can feel it. I catch a few subtle glances and I hear footsteps. I turn around to a filthy man in a straw hat who is much closer to the edge of the forest than he was a moment ago.

“You run, you die first.”

The man stops. This will give me a moment before I have to finish this. I return my focus on Crow.

“Speak.”

“I, hmm. The cult. They keep stealing people around for who knows what.”

Stealing huh? I know who the cult uses to conduct their abduction.

“That is not helpful. Tell me how you knew what I was.”

“The… the head of the cult. I sold the woman to him. He called you vampires. He said that you are hoarding your power. He says that he will achieve this by himself and share the bounty with his followers.”

“Hmmm.”

I return to the center of the clearing and wait for Crow to do the same. As soon as he is in position, he charges me, and all the Valiant Companions turn and run.

I stand my ground. Crow sees his men run and strikes with a desperate cry.

Remarkable! Of course, I was expecting no less from a crafty outlaw. I flick my left arm and a moment later, Crow stumbles and falls. He stares with disbelief at the throwing dagger in his chest.

I did not waste my time those past six months.

“I did warn you when I said blades.”

I move after every bandit. I Devour them one after the other without pause. In the dark, they are all slow and noisy. I make it quick and painless.

When I return to the clearing, only Crow and that young man Dalton remain.

“It should not… be like this. We were meant… to be adventurers. Heroes. Like knights of old,” the fallen leader says with a strained voice.

I straddle Crow and let my hair fall on his face. He is so warm and his perfume is exquisite. A perfect end to a worthy Hunt.

“Heroes, you say? Do heroes raid travelers? Do they keep sex slaves?”

“They are natives, not white women.”

“They are sex slaves. Who they are does not change what you did.”

“That’s rich…coming from a monster.”

“Ah, but I do know what I am. Just as I know who kidnaps people for that strange estate you mentioned, and just as I know why you were prompt to sell the woman to them as well. You have fallen farther than most, Crow. Now, any last words?”

Crow gives me one last smile with red-tinged teeth. Defiant to the end. I love it.

“I’ll see you in Hell.”

Heh.

“Farewell human, it was a good Hunt.”

When I am done, I stand up and take in the devastation I wrought.

Corpses litter the clearing, strewn around broken tents and trampled personal effects. The sole survivor of this massacre is kneeling on the ground with his hands on his head. I ignore him for now.

I approach the largest tent and open it. The stench of unwashed bodies is pungent here, yet I fight through.

Two young women stare at me with insane eyes. The first one is shaking with fury while the other one cowers behind her. They are dressed in the torn remnants of filthy rags. Their dark hair is stringy and matted.

When I get closer, the stronger one growls and curses under her breath.

Hmm.

I retreat out of the tent and pick up a skinning knife, then go back in and drop it at their feet. I leave them be.

Crow used a short stool to sit. I right it and settle near the fire.

I need to think.

Why did I accept the challenge? Why did I kill these men but spare their prisoners? What do I do with Dalton? Do I stick to the spirit of the agreement and let him go? Or do I follow the letter and make sure that he dies before he reaches a settlement? Was I led here by Bingle’s preposterous narrative power because what I learned is vital to the continuation of our quest?

I ignore the two native women as they stumble around the camp, kicking and spitting on corpses while crying in their language.

I accepted the challenge because it was right. It was right to offer them a chance to accomplish something instead of butchering them like animals. It made for a good Hunt.

And again, with this Hunt concept.

It certainly has something to do with the tainted blood in my veins. I never thought much about the concepts of the Hunt when I was alive. Should I stop? Will it kill me like blind confidence killed Gaspard?

I do not think so. Crow’s blood was both delicious and more powerful than it should have been because its potency did not stem from the man himself, but from the way it was taken.

Respecting the spirit of the Hunt and winning makes me stronger. It also made me feel more alive. The contest forced me to work for it, instead of just taking it with overwhelming force, just like the blood of a supplicant tastes sweeter than that of the cattle.

Yes, I know that I am right. I shall respect the prey and in turn, it will make me stronger, more patient and more cautious. Challenges will remind me of my limits and that I should never look down upon mortals, just like Crow reminded me of my imperfect technique when he sliced my finger.

If I encounter a situation that is a challenge in itself, then I do not need to give myself constraints. Instead, I will use every tool at my disposal to achieve victory.

Yes, it is as it should be. The red nectar needs to be earned. I must never forget it.

Now onto the next concern.

Who do I spare, and why? Loth was correct. Rules and guidelines are the first steps in any proper society. As the only vampire in the area, I need to set those rules and enforce them on myself, by myself.

I shall now establish basic principles, just as the Continental Congress established a constitution more than two decades ago.

Those I call my friends, those that are bound to me by contract or oath, those I am negotiating with, and those who are too young should not be touched without their explicit consent. This includes supplicants.

Those who are not related to me can be fed upon, but not killed nor enslaved.

Those who have disrespected the Hunt by hurting weak prey, those who have broken their oaths to others, and those I have been contracted to capture can be fed upon, tortured and enslaved, but not killed.

Those who broke their oath to me and my own, those that stole lives out of self-interest and those that stole women’s dignity are fair game. Those rules apply to groups I consider myself at war with, but not their relatives.

Those that endanger me by their existence and those that tried to kill me yet respected the spirit of the hunt can be fed upon and killed, but not tortured nor enslaved.

Above all else, I must keep my word and protect myself and mine.

Yes. This feels right. I shall apply those rules at least for now. I will adjust them as I go if I deem it necessary.

I return my attention to the present. The boy has not moved, and the two native women are cleaning themselves while eyeing the prostrate man with suspicion. The taller one is caressing her knife with a contemplative expression.

I start gathering supplies. I know what I must do with the boy and I want no witnesses.

I prepare two heavy backpacks and return to the women. Diplomacy is made difficult because they do not speak a word of English, French nor Spanish, not that I blame them. With enough grunts and pointed fingers, they understand that they are to take horses and food and go, but they refuse. After pointing to the sky and fire a few times, I finally remember that this is currently the dead of night and traveling is not the best of ideas.

I am sated and they represent no danger to me, so I decide to let them do as they please. Instead, I grab the boy by the elbow and drag him to the cover of the trees. He does not resist.

“Can you understand me?”

He nods.

“You are safe from me for tonight, but tonight only.”

The young man raises his head to me. Just like the other bandits, he is wearing a mix and match of farming and travelling clothes of simple but solid make. His brown vest is too large for him. I think he may have been the youngest person of the group at around sixteen.

I end up face to face with liquid brown eyes, of an unusually light color. They are large and strangely magnetic. Even when I look at the rest of him, my gaze is drawn back. He looks at me with a sort of childish wonder and though I smell fear on him, it is not as strong as I would have expected.

I do not want to kill him. I do not believe he is a threat to me. He does not feel like one.

“If you never speak of this, nor of me, to anyone, I will let you go. Do you agree?”

The boy actually considers my words for a moment, and only then agrees by nodding again.

“Swear on it.”

“I will not betray you. I swear.”

“Good, now I shall test your word.”

I take his unresisting arm and bite, then stare in his eyes.

“Do you intend to betray me?”

“No. Never.”

That was fast. According to my rules, I can kill him if I deem him a threat. I do not. He is not a friend either, so he can be fed upon, but not harmed further.

I do not Thirst.

Bah, enough. The hour grows late.

“Very well. You may leave and go where you wish. Respect your word, for if you do not, I will not be the only one to go after you provided you are even believed.”

“I will not betray you.”

The boy’s reactions are rather strange. Could he be touched in the head? That would explain why Crow chose him to be spared. He must be the least deserving of death of them all.

“You should leave the camp this very moment. I doubt your previous captives would forgive you for what they have been through.”

“I know where to go.”

Again with the lack of any doubt. There is something wrong with this young man. He is entirely too accepting of the situation. Could he be hiding what he really is? No. I did get a taste of his essence when I bit him and he is, beyond a doubt, a mortal.

Bah, it matters not. I have already delayed for too long.

I make sure I have all my weapons on me and promptly depart the area. The return trip is much faster since I do not have to search for our camp, nor do I need to hide my presence. Two hours after I left, I soon find the familiar lights of our campfire.

As I return, I see a hint of magic in the air. Loth has not been idle while I was out.

I cross the spell’s demarcation, eliciting a light chime. I hear a sleeper waking up and follow the sounds to a slightly haggard Loth. He gestures to Bingle and we leave the warmth of the dying fire to discuss the night’s events without waking him up.

I tell him everything, including my findings, the ethical code I decided upon, and Dalton’s fate.

“Hmm. Ari, are ye tipsy?”

“What? Um, perhaps? How could you possibly tell?”

“Yer attention is wandering and ye are more contemplative than usual. I saw this in Constantine back in Boston, he would have a similar mood after a lethal hunt. In any case, I must congratulate ye on tonight. Well done”

“You think so?”

“Ye eliminated the threat, left no dangerous survivors and got us what we wanted. Now ye’re back safe and sound. Tyr, I wish all my raids had gone that well.”

“Yes, and now we must decide on how to proceed.”

“There’s no doubt to be had, aye? We’ll ride north ta purge those madmen and recover the lass, if she lives. I doubt it, ya know? Any weird cult that buys people don’t keep them around for long.”

“I do not like this. We are moving blindly into a situation that could very well be dangerous. Is there no group that should be sent to deal with this?”

“Aye lass, there is! Us! We are the two most powerful entities for a hundred miles so it’s up ta us ta defend our territory. Hahaha, Tyr, you are still so human sometimes. Did you expect the gendarmes or militia to come and hunt monsters?”

"Not them, but their supernatural peers, perhaps? I assumed that the order of Gabriel or vampire knight squads would dedicate themselves to hunting those strange groups.”

Loth looks at me in silence for a moment. The atmosphere grows heavy. A sort of pressure makes me want to avert my gaze and I am reminded of who Loth of Skoragg really is, not a gentleman and a scholar but an ancient being of vast magical knowledge whose hands are tainted with blood.

I remember when we fought side by side. I remember the silent titan of cold metal slaughtering his way through fighting and pleading men without ever stopping, without ever flinching, and I shiver.

“Lass, this is our territory and we don’t need no idiots to protect it for us. This is not the human world, where ye can rely on institutions and laws. For us, what is ours is what we can get and keep, and don’t ye ever forget it. Besides, I won’t tolerate those fanatical mongrels stepping foot on it anyway.”

Loth closes his eyes and massages the bridge of his prominent nose.

“Aye, listen ta me rambling like an old man. I did not mean ta scold you lass. Sometimes, you are so good at being what ye are that I forget that ye’re so young. As fer knight squads, ye don’t understand.”

He sits down and moves his hands together in the lecture stance and I sit comfortably.

“I mentioned that they fix supernatural issues before they get out of hand. I did not tell ye more, but I should have. Vampires are a rare breed. Ye are a territorial and arrogant lot. Ye’ll rarely see more than fifteen in a large city, and they will be defended by a handful of masters. The reason why vampires sit at the top of the hierarchy where they are is because each master is incredibly dangerous. Knight Squads are groups of battle-hardened masters dedicated to war. There’s barely a handful of them, but ye can be sure that if they get sent somewhere, the problem gets solved. Permanently.

That’s the thing though, they’re always busy. They will only come here if the cult somehow gets out of hand and starts summoning horrors from the beyond.”

“They can really do that?!”

“Aye, it can happen, but we won’t let it come to this. Don’t ye worry.”

“I see. So, it is up to us. Well, I won’t let you down.”

“I know I can count on ye. Well. We have a big day ahead of us. I’d better catch some shut-eye.”

Loth lies down and five minutes later I hear both men snoring like two horns playing a duet. If I were a mortal woman trying to sleep, I believe I would be trying to smother them with their pillows now.

I take out my notebook on ancient languages and review it as the night slowly reaches its end.


Chapter 22: The Waiting Maw

I place the dessert spoon back on the empty plate and rest both hands on my round belly.

“Where are the kids?” Achille asks with a smile.

“Mine or yours?”

“Both.”

“They are outside. Roger is looking after them, don’t worry.”

“Good. There is somebody I wanted you to meet.”

“Really? At this time?”

“You already know him.”

A young man enters the dining room. He is certainly not dressed for the occasion! Why, he just looks like an apprentice running errands for his mentor!

“That is exactly what I was doing.”

Huh? Now that I am paying attention, he looks a little pale, and are those tear marks on his boyish face?

“What I was doing when you killed me that is. They captured me and dragged me to you. You were a new monster then, not yet the accomplished murderer you have become”

“We could have had children, family of flesh and bone and not those pathetic fantasies you still cling to,” a newcomer says to my left. I recognize him. He was Father Perry’s son. My talons grip the edge of the table and I move forward a bit now that my figure is as lean as it should be.

“Yeah!”

“Hear, hear!”

The dining room is full of men clamoring and complaining. I recognize some from my days as an enforcer, the estate where I met Nami and my days at the Gauntlet.

“We could have been so much more!”

Achille grabs my hand.

“You will never create life. You will never make the world more, only less. Your very existence is—”

“Shut up.”

I pick up a knife and stab him in the wrist. The flesh breaks like porcelain, as if it were solid. I stare into cracking eyes as black as night. The entire assembly is focused on me like a pack of hounds on a wounded deer.

I am no wounded deer.

“I claimed your essences to the last and you think your pathetic rabble of fools can stop me?”

Night falls outside and the smell of roast is replaced by wet earth and woodsmoke.

Something grinds against the walls of the dining room; huge, and covered in spikes. The ceiling breaks and strands of baleful purple light shine on the white sheets and posh chairs.

“You are no hunting party. You are just drained prey I left in my wake.”

“You can’t stop us all,” Crow says.

I stand up and the wood groans and cracks under my feet.

“I already have.”
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I wake up to the familiar darkness.

Well. That was… different.

I did not expect a nightmare to lead to anything but my death. This is also the first time that it refers to potential events instead of reinterpretation of my past.

Now is not the time for introspection, however.

I close my eyes and focus on my hearing. This is a new precaution I have come up with. We are in enemy territory and there is no guarantee that the carriage could not fall into hostile hands. I need to see if anyone is around before I make my presence known.

There, a heartbeat. It stands just beside the sarcophagus. I feel a tug on my mind and the beat grows more excited. With a sigh, I open the sarcophagus.

I slide the door open, already annoyed.

“I feel like I am repeating myself in vain, but you should really leave.”

“Yes,” a young voice replies.

“Yes?”

“Yes Mistress, you are repeating yourself in vain.”

I tap on the edge of my haven with a talon. The clinking sound echoes the noise of the rain outside. Dalton’s large eyes do not have a hint of mockery. He just stands there being…I do not know what he is.

“We will arrive at the estate within two hours. Mr. Bingle says that the heavy rain will help us with our cover as waylaid travelers. Mr. Delaney suggests that you wear the blue dress.”

The blue dress is formal. Why do I want the formal dress? Why do we simply not move under the cover of the night and the heavy rain and slaughter everything? We already determined these cultists mass kidnap innocents.

Just like the Lancasters.

Fair enough, I am being hypocritical. Let us just say that I, as the resident vampire in these lands, reserve the exclusive right to the mass kidnapping of innocent people for the sake of sacrificing them to some dark entity. In this specific case myself. There. Now they are an enemy organization and all its members are fair game.

This adventure is wearing my patience thin. Dalton leaves and I clean myself quickly, brush my hair and finally open the slit that separates the interior of the carriage from the drivers.

“Gentlemen.”

“Good evening, miss Ariane, I hope you are well?”

“I am Mr. Bingle, thank you. I am however concerned by your plan to make yourselves known! Those ruffians are in the habit of capturing people. Why would they not put all of us in chains at the first opportunity?”

“You would prefer that we simply find Flora and make our escape, do you not?”

Actually, I was planning on slaughtering everything and everyone and then setting the rest on fire.

“That seems more prudent.”

“Indeed, and I recognize there your kind heart, miss Ariane. Truly, you are too pure for this world, and indeed what you say makes perfect sense, but for two important factors. First, we do not know how many prisoners they hold, I wager quite a lot! We must also learn of their sinister purposes!”

I wager those prisoners are not as many as he thinks, the live ones at least.

“And secondly, I know the type of people who lead such terrible and dreadful schemes. They are vain creatures, eager to display themselves and their extraordinary qualities.”

Look who’s talking.

“Therefore, they will want to show how superior they are, as well as learn how we found them. And we shall let them know, I say! We shall let them know before the night is out! They will rue the day…”

I ignore the rest of the rant. I am Thirsty now. Yesterday I managed to feed a bit from a Choctaw traveler who left his teepee to attend to a natural need. I had to wait for two hours for him to come out. He was weakened by the low temperatures and I did not get much vitality. Tonight will be a feast I am looking forward to.

As the Thirst momentarily overcomes me, I feel my fangs draw out and something tugs on my mind. A pair of large brown eyes reaches the slit.

“Are you alright, miss?”

The invitation in his eyes is clear. Dalton is offering himself, his blood, to me. I should accept but something makes me uncomfortable. He chose me, not the contrary.

He chose me not as supplicant but as something else. I am not in control. I should be in control. I should be the one to select who I want to feed on. It is not normal that one would be willing to serve an abomination like me. All humans should want to kill me because I prey on them. This is unnatural, I think?

Right?

Bingle interrupts his many promises of retribution and justice to express his concern.

“Miss Ariane, please do not be alarmed. I know you abhor violence, but this is not my first adventure and I will protect you with my life!”

You fool, how can you promise such a thing? Can you predict the trajectories of bullets? Can you stop explosions before they deliver their deadly shrapnel? Could you have stopped Master from—Enough. Enough of this.

“He is right, niece; it would be better for us to be invited in. They would lower their guard. Besides, young Dalton will remain hidden inside the wagon and bring us our weapons should we need them.”

Mmmmh, as always, Loth makes a point. I could not get into the mansion without an invitation. Well thought.

“Yes, miss Ariane, young Dalton has proven himself an invaluable help since he joined us. He has been looking after you with dedication, and I am pleased at his change of heart. He is the proof that men who lose their way to darkness can always find the light if they look for courage inside themselves. A truly moving tale, I say!”

Yes, invaluable help since he showed up at our camp with a wild tale of the Valiant Companions killing each other. He offered to show the group the way to the cult’s base and drowned Bingle with a tale of contrition. It never occurred to him that Dalton’s change of heart happened rather late in the group’s criminal career.

If he is not evil there is at least something wrong with him.

I am unwilling to find out.

After we return to civilization, he will have to go. Yes. That would probably be for the best.

Around us, pine forests give way to empty fields and makeshift wooden shacks. I change seats with Dalton, who is supposed to remain hidden, when we reach the outskirts of the cultist base. I can smell cattle, the animal kind, and woodsmoke. It is not long before we arrive at the limit of a stone enclosure.

If I were still mortal, I would pinch myself and check for a fever.

The wall marks the border between semi wilderness and an outlandish version of a British cottage. Why, I am looking at something out of a book!

It is a beautifully made manor of stone and glass topped with a grey tiled roof. Actual glass! Even in the dead of winter, the trees are expertly trimmed and the lawn is taken care of.

A small pond lies further to the side and a clean road of white gravel leads from an iron gate to the foot of the grand entrance. A cliff of sheer rock rises a hundred yards behind the property, adding a mysterious and grandiose air to the edifice.

What am I even looking at?

“How peculiar!” says Bingle.

What is peculiar is the color theme. The walls are painted flawlessly in white and red.

“Where are the workers housed? With so many fields there should be at least thirty people tending to them and cattle. They’re not living in the manor, I assume?” I add.

“A most astute observation, miss Ariane! We must assume that there are more buildings we are not yet aware of, and that we should keep an eye open for them. Indeed, who knows how many people live here?”

I hope we do not find out when they rush us with torches and pitchforks. This stupid plan! I want to leave, find somebody to drink. This farce can only lead to disaster! Gah, why am I so Thirsty?! I drank my fill less than a day ago! Do I really have to suffer through this for another year?

Curses!

While I am ranting in the privacy of my addled brain, two men in mud-colored cloth emerge from behind the wall and open the door of the property for us.

Maybe I can eat them?

“There, there.” Says Bingle with a comforting voice. He is about to pat my shoulder but then he hesitates and retracts his hand. That’s right my good man, keep your appendages away or I will tear them off and shove them up your…

“Welcome to the Abernathy estate gentlemen, and lady. May I inquire what business you have here?” one of the guards asks.

We let Bingle drown the poor man in platitudes and a story of lost travelers, unusual itineraries and some such nonsense until he regrets ever asking. Perhaps I should slice his throat to end his suffering, let the warm, red geyser of life flow freely.

“Alright come in, come in! Mr. Abernathy will be delighted to see you,” he adds with a sinister smile. If I were a normal girl I would already be out there trying my luck with the grizzlies. Is everybody devoid of common sense?

I gnash my teeth as the carriage climbs the small hill and we come in view of the manor’s owners, apparently warned of our presence.

“Welcome gentlemen, and lady! I, Rufus Abernathy, would like to formally welcome you to my humble abode.”

The man who addresses us is in his fifties with carefully combed silver hair and an aristocratic face. He is clean shaven but for a small mustache and his dark eyes take our measure with glee.

His presence and charisma are impressive, the impression only amplified by a fetching tweed ensemble. I feel myself warming to him despite an inkling of what he is.

He introduces his wife Maria, a portly woman with astoundingly good skin. Her black hair is held in a severe bun, but her smile is warm and welcoming.

Those people are good. They really look the part of the kind and welcoming hosts. They smell a little bit wrong, however, particularly the woman.

There is something acid and altogether unpleasant about her smell. It is not rot or any disease I can think of. Odd.

“You are too kind sir, and we apologize for coming here unannounced. We were set upon by a dreadful storm and I was afraid we would have to spend the night outside. Can you imagine?”

We follow our host through a grand entrance and up a set of stairs to corridors painted white. The furniture is a bit crude but the ground is spotless. We do not meet anyone on the way, and I suspect it is not due to the late hour.

My hearing confirms that this place is mostly empty. It is a façade.

Abernathy leads us into a large smoking room. Several leather couches surround a coffee table while the walls are covered with books and maps. The smell of cold cigars and alcohol is prevalent.

It makes me suspect that this is used as a meeting room of sorts. The number of seats hint at five or six people and I presume that the cult’s leadership may include people we haven’t met yet.

After a short exchange of niceties, Bingle tells our cover story in a performance I judge passable while I do my best to ignore Lady Abernathy’s inspection of my appearance. I pretend not to notice, and play the tired and reserved niece until her attention switches to Loth.

Free of scrutiny, I examine our surroundings. There is nothing untoward here. No scent of blood or corpse, no suspicious sounds. Were it not for the strange stench emanating from the woman at my side, I could have closed my eyes and imagined being back in New Orleans.

With the niceties out of the way, our host finally hits his stride, much to my dismay.

“America was meant to be a land of opportunity and so it was for a short while, but man needs to rule and be ruled and now states and governments spread everywhere to bring order to what they perceive as chaos but in the end is just what Rousseau would describe as the state of nature."

“Rousseau assumed Man to be good at heart, however.” answers Loth.

“Ah, a fellow philosopher? Would you not agree that…”

And so, they go on.

Bingle, who I suspect does not care the least about the enlightened philosopher and would prefer to treat every Frenchman as if they were the devil himself, pouts in silence. It seems that not being the center of attention is an uncomfortable and unfamiliar feeling for our brave gentleman.

I, however, pray that they finish their pointless conversation with commendable haste, or else I may go insane.

To my chagrin, Abernathy keeps on leading the conversation in the tried and true method which consists of asking a question, pretending to listen, and then saying what you wanted to say to begin with. Now he has “masterfully” led us to where he wanted to be and starts his main point as tea is served by a shy maid.

“We who traveled across the ocean to this place have brought with us chains. Those bonds I speak of are of the mind. We still worship what we should study and pray to what we should strive to understand. The judgement of others stirs the direction in which we…”

Bla bla bla. Poppycock. ‘I deem myself a scientist and ethical concerns hold me back.’ I get it. Abernathy now leans forward with a mad glint in his eye, his slight frame animated by the manic energy of the fanatic.

“You do not seem to agree, Miss Delaney.”

I should have better schooled my expression. This pretentious fop is dancing a waltz on my already frayed nerve. Should I play the dumb blonde? Should I throw Aristotle in the fragile construct of his theory?

I SHOULD START KILLING. ENOUGH GAMES.

“Mr. Abernathy, the road has been long and tiring,” Bingle answers, coming to the rescue.

“Yes darling,” adds his wife who had been standing there like a scarecrow, “we of the fairer sex have little taste for these grand endeavors. Let me take care of the young Lady while you men remake the world.”

“A fair point, I wouldn’t want to overtax you,” Mr. Abernathy concludes with condescension.

Jerk.

I stand and bow stiffly. Yes, a breath of fresh air and a drink is exactly what I need right now.

“Take good care of yourself niece, we shall see you again later.”

Yes, don’t worry old man I shall take really good care of myself, indulge even.

The mistress of the house holds my hand and drags me out in the corridor and deeper into the mansion, which I will tolerate without severing it from the rest of her arm nail after nail, knuckle after knuckle, because I am patient and perfectly in control.

After a while, we enter a small tea-room with a roaring fire and decoration in shades of red and white, to no one’s surprise. A woman in a maid uniform is stirring a log with a cast iron poker.

“My, your hand is freezing. How about some tea?”

“I would appreciate something hot to drink, Mrs. Abernathy.”

“Excellent. Rose, please give her a cup, my house blend.”

The maid nods silently. While the water boils, I notice that she has the same wrong smell as her employer, and she is almost paralyzed by anxiety.

“You must forgive my husband. Ah, those men, always remaking the universe from the comfort of their seats while we toil to make the world around us better through action. I must confess that all those talks about ethics are going over my head!” my host graciously says.

“Indeed?”

I am not surprised that a blood cultist would not be familiar with the principles of morality, empathy and the rules of law. I could suggest that she read the classics, starting with Socrates. I remember fighting with Achille, stating that we should act in accordance with virtue, not with what seems the most convenient at the time. I remember him telling me women did not understand such things. I remember informing him that the system was taken directly from Aristotle’s Nicomachean ethics. I remember him mumbling something. I remember needling him about it for a whole week.

Good times.

It does not matter. We are on opposite sides of the conflict. I feel no need to advise someone I may have to kill. I do not have the patience.

We exchange a few platitudes until the maid comes and serves me tea. I bring the cup to my lips and take a deep breath in.

Essence of laudanum. A very powerful anesthetic. A single gulp would have sent me to dreamland for the next few hours if I were still human and also hopelessly naive. I raise my eyes to Mrs. Abernathy. I will not consider this oath-breaking because we are already hostile. This is more of a ruse.

She thinks herself cunning.

Alas, any witty comment I may come up with dies in my throat as the situation takes a turn for the unexpected.

Huh.

I watch, astonished as Rose swings the iron poker with all her might and crashes it against the mistress of the house’s temple. I hear a wet crunch and the woman falls like a puppet with its strings cut.

Wow.

Just like that.

She’s dead.

The maid killed her employer in front of me. Finally, something amusing.

“Ssssh! Please do not scream,” she whispers “I mean you no harm!”

Miss, that would work better if you were not waving that red-tinged poker around. Common sense?

Nevermind, let me just nod.

“Please do not drink the tea, as it is poisoned. I apologize for this, but we must speak at all costs. Your companions and you are in grave danger! This place is not what it seems. It is a den of sin and iniquity of the most grievous sort! I beg of you, escape this place and take me with you!”

I turn to the corpse of my deceitful host. The blood dripping from her temple and nose smells abominable. It is not disease or a spell but something tainted and abject. I feel as if someone has taken a painter’s masterpiece and covered it in feces. I am beyond disgusted. I will never, ever partake of it.

I look at the maid. She is a tall and sturdy girl and the loose uniform barely hides her well-endowed figure. Her face has a kind of honest beauty to it. I would think her smart but guileless. This sudden murder is rather unexpected.

Alarmingly, she has the same revolting smell as her former employer. I knew it. I should have fed from Dalton. Why did I wait? Gah. So Thirsty.

“She is part of this conspiracy. Please, I know you must be alarmed and that this is difficult to accept but you must believe me! These people here, Abernathy, everyone! They kidnap settlers and then they do terrible things! God as my witness you are my only chance. We must save your friends and escape!”

I need to find them, and I need to find Dalton.

“We expected this. We are looking for someone who was abducted.”

“Wait. You knew? And you still came?! The three of you?!”

“We, ah, underestimated the size of the group.”

“There are almost a hundred people on the compound! Fighting is folly!”

“It is too late now. Let us meet up with the others and at least get our gear back. We can discuss a plan then.”

“Right, quickly before she wakes up.” She says.

If she wakes up from that she can start her own religion. Nevermind, I should not mention it now. There is no reason to risk her turning hysterical. That would be the last thing I need.

The first thing I need is blood, and quickly.

“Lead the way back to the salon. With any luck they are still listening to Abernathy’s disjointed rant so my uncle and his friend can overwhelm him.”

I grab the late mistress under her shoulder and pull her behind a couch, then I cover her with a table sheet while trying to ignore the smell of loose bowels.

When I return to Rose, she is staring at me warily. Ah yes, I was supposed to be the brainless blonde.

“Ah, you are more resourceful than I thought.”

“I came prepared, although not prepared for this. You surprised me.”

“I…I suppose. I shall lead the way! Stay behind me and all should be well. Yes.”

We walk back through an empty corridor. Yes, I remember. Now we go right and…

I hold Rose back as she is about to turn and pull her towards me. She looks at me in confusion until I hold a finger in front of my lips and point towards our destination. We peek across the corner. A large group of very burly men is dragging two struggling shapes to parts unknown. There goes the team. I knew this was a stupid idea from the beginning!

SHOULD NEVER HAVE AGREED. PATHETIC HUNTERS. BUFFOONS.

Alright. Calm. Enough. Loth has probably decided to play along and he is counting on me to save him later. Alright. I can’t just go in without a plan.

DROWN THE PLACE IN TAINTED BLOOD, HOW DARE THEY. ROACHES. MONGRELS.

Yes. Fine, I shall wait. I will rescue them the old-fashioned way, with dumb luck and outrageous plans that should not work.

“Nooooo we are too late! What should we do?!” My unfortunate companion whispers.

“Calm down. Do you know where they are taken?”

“Yes. Yes I do, all the prisoners are held in cells inside the mountain.”

Inside the mountain?! What is this, Shakespeare’s Tempest? Will I meet queen Mab and Puck? Gah. This is all Bingle’s fault! Him and his stupid fate magic!

“Can you lead me there?”

“Yes I was held there before I…before I joined them.”

She shivers.

“There will be guards and other people on the way.”

“We need weapons and we need a disguise. Weapons first. Do you know where they took the carriage?”

“I do, near the stables and the pens. Follow me!”


Chapter 23: Into the Heart

I trail Rose through a set of doors and smaller stairs. We do not come across anyone and soon reach a side of the manor. In front of me stand the stables and in the distance, I can see a few barns of great size, possibly home to over a hundred beasts. More houses are visible interspersed with trees.

After a quick glance to the Silent Watcher for serenity and good luck, I order Rose to walk ahead while I stealthily move after her. My guide only crosses path with a patrol of two burly men walking around before we reach our destination. I easily avoid them by sticking to the shadows.

There is something wrong with them that I had not noticed on the gate guards. They carry the same smell as lady Abernathy, only stronger. There is something too mechanical about their steps and their skin is too smooth for outdoor workers.

Their vigilance is also terribly lacking. It is not due to overconfidence or laziness, rather, their eyes are fixed in front of them with a strange focus instead of roaming around like proper scouts, seeing nothing and everything at once.

All my instincts scream not in fear, but in outrage. This is more than blood wasted, the people here have desecrated that which should have remained untouched, for the good of everyone.

I need to get to the bottom of this and stop it, even if it means revealing what I am.

We enter the stable in total silence. Once more I grab Rose.

“Shhh, do you smell this?”

“Smell what?”

“Blood and death.”

The woman moves in the darkness with a lack of concern I find both admirable and stupid. A moment later, she bumps into a prone body and falls with a most unladylike epithet.

“Perhaps this will help?” I add as I light a lantern.

“Ah, of course, silly me. I just wanted to be inconspicuous, in case—Lord above!”

Inconspicuous? You opened the door like a drunk octogenarian, fumbled like a gravid hippopotamus and managed to fall heel over head?

You are as inconspicuous as an eight-month pregnancy, you undrinkable, daft sow. Let me just kill every last person here besides Loth, set everything on fire, then sod off. Gah.

“Somebody is dead! Oh my God! There is blood everywhere!”

I help the woman stand up and make sure she doesn’t get blood on the white part of her maid uniform. The lantern's light falls on the remains of a brawny man. He had his throat slit. Whoever did it left nothing to chance. The wound is so deep his head is half-detached.

I move the lantern to the open door of the carriage, and another door opposite us. Another guard lies dead against it. The front of his chest is a mangled mess of shredded fabric and gaping puncture wounds. He was stabbed with incredible savagery.

Dalton.

I cannot pick up the scent of pure blood, not even a hint. A quick look in the carriage confirms that our conventional weaponry is gone.

He made it out with our guns. I choose to believe he will fulfill his part, but this display of absurd violence makes me…

PROUD. COMPETENT VASSAL. DUTIFUL. CUNNING. WILL REWARD.

Oh no no no no no dear instincts of mine, let us not get carried away.

This is a good point, however.

Ah, later.

“Our weapons are gone, and so is our ally, we must make haste.”

Rose is looking quite green around the gills. Perhaps throwing up will make her feel better?

“Rose?”

“My, My God…all this blood. And…Those people are…”

I rotate the woman and stare into her eyes.

“Rose, I know you are unaccustomed to violence and this is hard to take, but now I need you to focus. We are still very much in danger. I need you to help me find the others, so we can all leave together.”

“I…I don’t want to go back there. They dragged me in after they raided our caravan…I did not want to, but I drunk the…Jesus.”

“You drank what? Blood?”

She gasps.

“How did you know!?”

“It is standard for a cult. They do this to make you feel bad, to make you feel like you do not deserve to be saved, but redemption does not depend on them now does it?”

“No, no indeed, it depends on the will of God. I…I will not let them win! I will be redeemed once we find and save the others. If I turn away now, I will never forgive myself!”

There, it worked.

“Oh, miss Ariane, you are so strong and courageous. How I wish I could be like you!”

“Shhh, you are more courageous than you know Rose. You fought their influence alone, and you saved me from the poison. Use this iron will of yours, for the night is not done. Are you with me?”

“Yes, by God, yes. I shall show you the way.”

Gah, finally. Why do all my motivational talks make the others think of God? I assure you, he was not included in the making of me.

After drying her tears, my guide raises herself to her full height, takes a deep breath and we step outside.

I follow Rose through paths and thickets to the edge of the mountain, until I see it.

If the estate itself has already been impressive, this goes beyond my expectations. Two torches sit in a small clearing with a stone path leading to an impressive gate into the very rock. I am reminded of the vampire fortress access to the underground structure, so grandiose and unexpected the view is. Three guards stand with muskets and torches around it. There will be no sneaking in, at all.

“I need a disguise.”

“Oh, yes, that would be better.  I know!”

I follow her back. The cult’s quarters are not just barracks as I had assumed. There are a few separate sheds, most likely used to provide intimacy. I assume that Abernathy drags the choice morsels to one of his opulent bedrooms when the urge takes him, so the sheds are meant fir his lieutenants. That brings all of them in the rapist category. There is no consent when the alternative is death.

We find an unlocked door which Rose pushes open.

“This used to belong to Sophia but she… she disappeared shortly after I got inducted.”

Guilt mars her expression before she regains control. She does have a good heart. As for the dearly departed Sophia, I do not doubt that she was set as an example. I do not believe for a moment that Abernathy believes in the sanctity of human life.

In short order, I put on a maid uniform. It is a bit tight around the hips as usual. It will be a pain to move in.

We clean up and reach the gate once more. There are four sentinels this time, all alert. Most of them wear a dull brown overcoat except one. He is wearing all white and radiates arrogance. Behind me, I can hear shouts and the barks of dogs.

It appears that someone kicked the hornet’s nest.

Rose leads the way and I smell tainted blood. A drying pool of respectable size was spilled to the door’s right.

Four pairs of eyes follow us and when we arrive, one of the men interrupts us.

“And what are you doing here, Rose?”

“We carry a message for the jailers. Let us through.”

“Do you, now? And why are you the one to carry this message? Should it not be a guard?”

I smell fear from her. She is about to falter. As expected, she is not one for deceit.

“All the guards are covering the ground so they can flush out the intruders, sir.”

The man turns to me and raises an eyebrow. His eyes roam over my body with a complete lack of decency. He might be clean and tidy, but there is something twisted about him that reminds me of the Lancasters. Malice backed by cunning.

“Hmm. And who might you be?”

“Ari sir, I… I… drank yesterday.”

The man is more alert and careful than all the others put together. I put out my best act. I lower my head in embarrassment. I am the newcomer, not quite yet indoctrinated.

I feel fingers reaching for my chin.

MAIM. GUT. KILL.

No, later, he is no threat to me. I can kill him when I want.

He lifts my face. I keep my eyes lowered so he doesn’t see the fury in them.

“You do have the pure skin.”

“Leonard! This is not the time for your games!”

Rose came to my defense.

“Of course, I will see you two later,” the man finishes with a leer.

Rose grabs my hand. We rush up some stupid stairs.

Breathe in, breathe out. I can do it. Everything is under control. I will free the stumbling idiots then…

TEAR LIMB. RIP HEAD. PULL INNARDS.

“Hsss”

“Miss Ariane?”

“It is nothing.”

Cannot look up now. Silent Watcher hidden. Must focus.

Rose quietly guides me up a massive central staircase and then through a big side door. The two men guarding it let us pass without a word.

I smell Dalton’s blood. Not enough to kill him. Soooo intoxicating. Why did I ever refuse him? He shall be rewarded for his efforts, I will bless him with my kiss. A proper vassal.

Yes, I will do all of that.

The passage we take is much darker than the previous one. The stone is rough and sparsely lit by torches. We follow it to yet another door, without a guard this time. I open it to the sound of flesh hitting flesh.

We stand in the antechamber of some sort of, with chairs, a rough wooden table with a deck of cards and a rack holding rifles and crude sabers. A pistol was left unattended and its handle bears the enticing smell of Dalton’s blood.

Light shines through an opening leading to a well-lit room ahead. I hold Rose and take a moment to lock the door with a set of keys next to it, which I then hide in a barrel. I open the firing mechanism of every musket I find and let the powder drop on the ground.

After I am done, we cross the threshold.

This is a large guards' room, mostly devoid of furniture but for chests and a table set against the wall. Five men are gathered in a circle kicking the prostrated form of Dalton.

HE IS MINE TO DISPOSE OF AS I WISH.

“Gentlemen? Excuse me? Hello?”

The group slows the beating. They blink and look at us like people waking up from sleep. It seems that most guards lack something essential, a sense of self perhaps. They are just too passive.

A bit like…

Drones.

“We are here to see the prisoners. One of you will lead us to them. Now.”

I sense resistance. They are still human, and I do not fit into the category of people who can give them orders. They stir.

“We were sent by the Master himself. Do not waste his time.”

I back the claim by the barest hint of suggestion. I focus on the one who seems most alert.

“Fair enough. Philips, you show them our guests. The rest of you back to your post. And you Wallace, take the boy to a cell.”

Wallace and Philips move and open the reinforced door opposite the entrance with the grace and energy I associate with ruminants.

We follow them inside a narrow corridor lined with cells. I close the door behind us which makes Rose look at me with worry, and catch up to the group. I bypass the girl and lift a truncheon from Wallace’s belt. He does not notice.

Wallace drags Dalton’s unconscious form inside one of the dark rooms. It takes all my self-control not to follow them.

THE VASSAL NEEDS US. PROTECT THEN CONSUME.

No, I shall stick to my plan.

Philips leads us to the very last cell. As the door clanks open, I smash the truncheon in his neck with far too much strength. The noise is covered by the whine of the rusty hinge.

I pick up the key and wordlessly hand it to Rose. There must be something wrong with me because she pales and nods frantically. We pass one another.

She stinks. They all do. They do not belong here, on this planet. They need to die.

I get in Dalton’s cell at an unhurried pace. The cow-like guard stares dumbly when I get in. He looks surprised when my hand wraps around his trachea. His eyes bulge when I wrench his neck like a chicken’s. I throw the twitching corpse to the side.

What have they done to my Vassal?

A single liquid eye opens, unfocused. The other is covered by a purple bruise. Blood everywhere. They broke his nose.

Thirsty, so Thirsty.

He lifts a wounded arm to me. I grab his chain. I pop the collar like a rotten piece of fabric.

There is something calm and relaxed in him, a sense of certainty, faith.

I lick the wound on his brow. The blood calls to me. The tear is healed. The Vassal is safer, as it should be. I feel weird, and I feel like I am starving. I need to feed but it will kill him. I don’t want to kill him. He is my Vassal, not cattle. The first one.

THE FIRST OF MANY.

Somebody enters behind me. Man, Fresh sweat, Cologne. The adventurer.

CAN KILL.

No, oath break, oath to Loth. Cannot drink friends and business partners.

THIRST.

HAND REACHING FOR ME. NO RIGHT. TEAR LIMB.

“Cecil.”

“Ah, my apologies, I forgot, Loth. No touching. The boy though…”

“Let me handle it. She is very fragile. Please wait for us outside, aye?”

“Very well my friend, I am sorry.”

“Not yer fault.”

Someone steps out. Mountain and steel get closer.

Loth. Ally. Oath. Must not…

KILL.

“I’ll help him.”

Vassal needs help. Ally can offer. I cannot. Not in control. Mind falters.

THIRSTY.

I nod. Yes, ally. Do it.

Mountain and steel leans forward.

“I need to get my supplies back. From the guard room. I will be back.”

“Six little prey, fire sticks neutered. Do not let them run.”

“I am sorry Ariane…”

Stupid, fragile, slow mortals. If Master were here, we could just tear through them and be done. I repeat myself, in English this time.

“Six little prey, fire sticks neutered. Do not let them run.”

“Alright.”

Stinky woman comes closer. Temporary ally. Still useful. Displays worry, concern, not a threat. Sounds from exit. Fighting. Noisy one making claims, being boisterous. Sounds of flesh beaten and torn. Can feel the silent rage of the mountain and steel. Good. Soon done. Mountain Is back. Applies magic to Vassal’s wound. Stable. Good.

“We need ta go. Maid, pick up Dalton.”

“What about miss Ariane?”

“She will follow and no matter what, do not touch her, aye?”

“Yes, sir.”

The stinky woman picks up the Vassal with reverence. Care. Only stinky, still useful. Tolerate for now. Cannot touch Vassal. Could kill.

Follow through doors, bowels of rock. Stinky woman guides from behind. Reach vast staircase. Go up. Hear sounds. Go left. Close access.

They go up. I follow, I do not follow. Something in the way. Metal bars with Silver thingie. Magic.

“Ari, look at me.” Says steel and mountain. I do.

“You need to go back and hide before they find us. We triggered the alarm. Try to hide. We’ll come back for you alright? You need to make it out."

I nod. Try to hide. THIRST.

They leave.

Know where to hide. Up.

Climb up, one hand, one foot on each wall. Hidden. Wait.

Men come in. A dozen. Torches.

A dog whimpers.

Three of them are dressed in white, the other ten or so, in brown.

The dog panics. 

Two of the white ones are arguing. Dog tries to run. One of the white ones frowns. Sniffs the air. Brows raise.

It looks up.

It sees me.

It smiles.

I am no longer hidden.

Something bumps against my chin. It is a pendant. I know it. Inside there is a note stained by tears.

It says this:

“I love you, remember your promise.”

I cannot die before my father. I made the oath.

“Well my pretty, let’s get you down.”

There are no witnesses here. Only the stinky ones and my oath.

“HSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS.”

“Ah, SHIT!”

I drop.
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Beautiful patterns in shades and strands. Pure red, stained beyond measure, both holy and blasphemous. I can hear them sing. They long to be free. I have ten needles and eight knives. The eight knives cannot do. They, too, are holy. The needles are used for dirty work, like now.

Patterns flow free and pure. Other patterns fall towards me, they want to stop the dance but cannot. The dance is alive with the song of the night, the purity of the Hunt. Brown canvas falls quickly, the white canvas I leave so that they are the head of the painting. It is alright, they are leading me to something greater.

I go through a neck in the fabric of space. More brown pieces of canvas join at the shoulders. I follow the three white ones towards the right arm. Some of the canvases use faster and noisier patterns and one of them bites into me. It does not hurt much, but a little of the precious liquid is lost. My own ink. It calls for more, too concentrated. Strong but tired. I need more so that I can keep painting.

More canvas is unmade as potential and made as fleeting perfection. Their strands blow like stars and bouquets, beautiful and rotten. The three go to another neck. I follow, there is no more brown canvas.

I enter a room. A circle on the ground. Yet another canvas stands with the three others.

This one is untainted. I can get more ink!

I move forward and the circle comes alive. Patterns of silver block my way.

Impregnable.

I am trapped?

Keep pushing the pattern until I…

NO!
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Hurts hurts hurts hurts dammit. So Thirsty so Thirsty cannot take it anymore. Never since Moore have I starved so. Need to focus.

“I knew your kind would show up. Your arrogance and selfishness know no bounds. You try to keep the secrets of immortality to yourselves! But you will not triumph, oh no, this is a new world and a new century. A time of science and enlightenment. No longer will your powers be in the hands of the few. I shall usher in a new age” Abernathy declaims from somewhere outside of the circle.

Breathe in breathe out breathe in breathe out. Push the pain away from the core. Think. Instincts will not help here.

I am inside of a magic spell.

I am trapped.

But not all is lost. Loth taught me the basics of magic and I know what I can do to escape.

Magic requires three things: power, symbolism, and will.

The power feeds magic in the working.

Symbolism is the core of the working. Symbols are used to translate power into concepts. Mages use runes, bones, dice, and so on to give a frame, boundaries.

Will shapes the meaning and unleashes it upon the real world.

Thus is intent made manifest and reality is altered.

I do not have Power; therefore I cannot cast spells. Loth mentioned that old vampires can use blood magic but this is an impossibility for me. I cannot counter the spell. I cannot stop the power, nor the will.

I can, however, ruin the symbols.

I slowly grab Jimena’s gift from a holster against my thigh. Everything hurts. I can’t even stand straight, so intense is the pain in my guts. I look at the circle. I recognize the runes. Western Standard. All mages from Europe use it, with minimal variation. There should be…

There! The rune for Ulz, containment. I stab towards it.

“AAAAAAAAAAHHHH”

Burns, Skin scalded but "containment" rune is now "understanding" rune. The circle flickers. The man stops talking. Need one more. Change hand. Find another Ulz. Stab.

“AAaahhhhahah”

Dry sobs, Other hand hurts. Firesticks roar and something punches me in the left arm, something else in my breast. I cough blood. Arm dangles. Dagger fallen. Pick up with other arm.

The circle is broken.

I walk forward, too wounded to run, too weak to move. A man in white is too stunned. Slit throat. Tainted blood. Need the leader. Another man jumps at me.

“Fire Whip!”

I swipe where I know the spell will lash. Easy to predict. The man falters. I stab him. I keep moving.

Leader back against the wall. Cannot fight anymore…Barely enough strength to…

“Noooo stay away!”

Nasty dagger aimed at my chest. Cannot block. Need to take and bite at the same time.

Thock.

Mind pops like a bubble.

Huh?

I fall.

Dark red blood spills on the ground.

Thoughts…

Broken.

Huh?

Exhaustion.

Darkness.


Chapter 24: Valor

“…potent blood for the experiments, Leonard…”

“…over there next to the others, and cover her in chains…”

“It's costly, but think of the possibilities! She is fully turned; we now have a benchmark for…”

Time passes.

Sometimes I move my eyes. There are bricks.

I hear a sound. People are crying.

I smell fear. Unwashed bodies. Blood.

Time passes.

I cough. A few droplets flash blue and turn to ash.

Time passes.

A flake of ash falls from my finger. It won’t be long now.

Time passes.

Something is travelling underground. When it emerges from the ground, all will be ash.

Time passes.

It is cold, and sometimes very hot when I cough, but mostly cold.

Time passes.

Something grabs me. Pair of brown eyes. Worry, pain, guilt. I close my eyes.

“No, Ari! Tyr! Ari, stay with me!”

“Loth—”

“Sod off Cecil, she ain’t dead yet. I need privacy. NOW!”

Something wet falls on my face. I breathe in. Steel and Mountain. Feels safe. Can go now.

“No no no no! It’s my bloody fault. Don’t ye dare! Don’t ye fucking dare leave! Alright, alright. No choice you daft old cunt. You brought her here, now pay the price. Only ye can do it. Right. Right, hold on girl. This old fool's got ye.”

I breathe in something fantastic.

Absolutely incredible. Exquisite.

I open my eyes, a red wrist. It forcefully parts my cracked lips. The pure liquid seeps on my tongue, drips down my throat.

Aaaaahhh.

Yes.
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I stand in the middle of a battlefield. Crags and green grass, and the sea beyond. My chest is bare but for blue woad and black hair. A man charges me, shield up. I bury a heavy ax in it. He loses his balance. I pull and he falls forward. My other ax kisses his neck. I roar in laughter and jump to the next warrior.

A vast hall. Sturdy men and women drink and make merry. Meat juices flow down my chin and on my beard and that blonde lass keeps reaching between my legs. A grey-bearded man grabs my shoulder and I smile at him. He is so proud and happy. Father. My heart is full.

I watch with amusement as that tall brown-haired human girl screams in outrage at Skeggi. He threatens her with a fist. She upends a bag of manure on his short frame. We all laugh as he runs screaming to the river. The girl’s name is Agna.

My feet dig in the mattress. Both my hands grasp the sheet. Agna smiles mischievously and licks her flushed lips. I want to grab her heavy breast, tease those erect nipples yet I do not. She smiles wider, she grabs my arms with her own and lowers her torso, sinuous and sensual. I see the white of her belly, I smell her arousal. Her soft skin brushes mine. Nails drift against my skin. I shiver.

Her head is level with my chest. She kisses me lightly. I moan. I do not move.

She raises her hips and her mound rubs against my manhood. I feel moist skin and pubic hair made wet by her ardor. I pant with desire and still, I do not move. I close my eyes. Something incredibly soft and wet parts to let me in. She sheathes herself with agonizing slowness. Her sigh of ecstasy tickles my ear. Still, I do not move.

She lowers herself to grab more of me. Her hips roll against mine and I can take it no longer. With a soft growl, I collapse as she laughs and grabs my back. I take a firm cheek with one hand, her graying hair in the other and I move inside her, slow and steady. Soon, her giggles turn to moans and she answers my rhythm with her own, guiding me towards her bliss.

We accelerate and tenderness turns to a relentless dance, one we have mastered over the years. I go as deep as I can and her legs cross on my back to lock me in. After a while, we turn frantic and I barely manage to control myself.

With a last moan, she rakes my back as her whole body stills. I keep the exact same speed and soon we climax together. Her body spasms as I empty myself inside of her. Our moans of release shake the walls of our home.

A minute later, we catch our breath, I roll on my back and she falls asleep on my shoulder. I am safe. I am happy.

The last shovelful of black earth leaves the hole. There, that should be deep enough.

Someone gouged my chest a day ago and filled it with brine and ice.

Agna is dead.

The pain I feel cannot be expressed with words, or deeds. It is so immense, so incredibly overwhelming, that it covers the entirety of creation and beyond. Agna is dead. Her mortality caught up with her.

I pick up the covered body and gently lower it. Then I exit the tomb and fill it with earth. I would fill it with gold, diamond and the heads of emperors if she had let me. She wanted good earth and flowers instead. So, I plant the flowers, take my bag and leave.

I climbed down from the mountain because the clan needs me. Father points me at enemies, and I kill. Father gave me a bride and I married her. I fuck her as well. She doesn’t love me, but she likes the prestige and pleasure I give, I think.

My younger brother challenged me today. He and my wife planned a coup. I saw the fear when I took up my axe. He knows what I can do. I do not kill him. Instead, I leave. I walk north and take a ship to Greenland, then I start walking. Let them have it if they want it so much. I care not.

It is frigid and I am too thin. I munch on the cold fish I caught from the depths. Tasteless. There is land to the south. I am tired of this. I want to travel to a better place, to forget.
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“Ariane, please, Tyr, answer me.”

My consciousness rises to the surface.

“L…Loth?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m here, lass. I’m here.”

I cough a bit. I spit out something sticky and disgusting. I feel a wet cloth clean my mouth.

“How are ye feeling?”

“As if Asni and the carriage trampled me a dozen times, then left me to dry under the sun.”

I crack open my eyes. It’s difficult to concentrate. Things come in and out of focus. All sounds come to me distorted.

“I…feel so weak.”

“Ye’re lucky my blood is potent. I fear the worst may have happened otherwise. For a fledgling to suffer so much and live…I did not dare hope.”

I try to lift an arm to my chest but I fail. The left one is bandaged tight and the right one is unusually heavy.

“Wow, slow down.”

“Bandages?”

“Ye’re still not fully healed. Yer arm was punched clean through. Ye’re lucky it’s still attached. Ye also got lacerations, burn marks and a bullet through the right lung. And yer heart was stabbed.”

“I don’t feel Thirsty…”

“What can I say, I am delicious.”

We stay silent for a while.

“I think I need a moment.”

I feel pain, though less than I should. More than that I feel empty, drained. I know we are probably still in danger but cannot bring myself to care. A little of the apathy I felt earlier still clings to my psyche despite the holes in my chest now being closed.

I decide to focus on just breathing, not because I need air, but because it has always helped me settle. I count thirty cycles before I turn my face up to Loth again.

“Shouldn’t we be on the move?”

“We need some time to organize the prisoners we just freed. The cultists have taken some of them and regrouped higher in the mountain complex. We must prepare before we continue.”

“How are the others?”

“Everybody is fine. Dalton has cracked ribs, nothing too serious. I gave him a tonic and he will be able to function for another four hours, then he will crash down.” Loth pauses long enough for me to realize he is considering something.

“He found you.”

“He did?”

“Yes. He knew where you went, somehow. You bonded. We will have to discuss this later, in greater detail, when we have time.”

“Right. Do we have a plan to get out? I cannot fight anymore tonight.”

“I think you will need a few days to recover, at the very least. Before we discuss a plan, I have to ask. What happened? What managed to take you down?”

I recount my evening to Loth. He frowns at the mention of tainted blood, raises his eyebrows in surprise when I mention that there are two mages left, and shows barely restrained anger when I share my pain.

“There, you have it. I expect that there are at least twenty more guards, fifteen tops if they did not pull back from the property grounds. The two mages are also a problem.”

“Yer immense Thirst almost killed ye because I did not anticipate this.”

“You could not—”

“Do not make excuses fer me, young one. I brought you on my raid and ye almost starved. This is my failure, and I will reflect on it when we are done here. As for the plan, I will explain when everyone is ready.”

I finally take the time to look around. We stand in the middle of a vast, rectangular room with a single wide door. Chains are attached to the bare stone wall at regular intervals. Most are empty, but some still hold captives.

As I watch, Bingle and Dalton walk around to free prisoners. They are a sorry lot, thin and weakened, but most look angry and eager for revenge. A small group of women stand near the exit huddling together protectively. Every one of them is pale and filthy. The cell has a rancid stench of unwashed bodies, old sweat, and excrement.

“Maybe we should—”

“Let’s wait for a while. When we found ye, ye looked like a corpse. I assumed the worst. Nevermind that lass. Just give it one more minute. Ye’re already haler.”

Hale? A vampire? I begin to protest; however, I realize that I do not want to move. I am warm here, and safe. Just five more minutes, then I will stand up.

“Mmmrglm?”

“Sorry Ari, we gotta go now. Come on.”

Loth hoists me up and drags me to the rest of the group. I can barely put one foot in front of the other. Two women I do not know rush take me under the armpit.

“We thought you were dead, miss.”

“I thought I was dead too.”

I close my eyes for a while until I hear someone clearing their throat. I look up to see Bingle’s worried face.

“Miss Delaney, I cannot express how sorry I am to see you in this state. I failed to protect you. My shame knows no bounds.”

“Do not fret good sir, if you recall, this was my decision to put myself in harm’s way.”

“And I remember recommending against it. If you had followed my recommendation, I would be currently rotting in a cell awaiting a fate most cruel. You saved my life twice tonight, miss Delaney, when you braved those corridors to free me, and when you sabotaged our jailor’s muskets. I shall never forget it. You have my word as a Bingle!”

“Ah, I thank you for your gratitude, and yet I cannot accept it, for are we not saving each other? In the face of such evil, can good souls do else but to rise up to the challenge?”

“Well said, I say, well said! By Jove, what a loss it is for the armed forces that you were born a woman! I am most blessed to have met people such as you and Loth!”

“Thank you, Mr. Bingle. Now, I dare not ask, but did you find Mrs. Schaffer?”

Ah, I should not have asked. How very tactless of me.

“Alas no. But I do not despair! There are still captives to be saved, and if not, I shall find a trace of her passage. I will not grieve, nor relent until the light is shed on her fate, whatever it may be.”

There is something chivalrous about this man, an indomitable will to fight with the belief that in the end, good will triumph. Behind all the boisterous claims and bombastic sentences, Bingle has courage, honor, and compassion.

I think he was born in the wrong time, that he should have been a knight riding fearlessly in the defense of innocents. This anachronism makes him sympathetic and his friend’s certain death all the more tragic.

“We can but hope.”

“Indeed. Now I shall address this crowd and then we will set out to end this menace once and for all.”

“Do you think it wise, sir? Many of those men are weakened.”

“Yes miss Delaney, for where you see sheep, I see starving wolves, and they shall be led by a lion.”

With this “optimistic“ statement, Bingle calls for everyone’s attention and we gather in a small crowd facing him and Loth.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, it is good that we were able to release you from the clutch of those faithless heathens, those worshippers of idols and devilry! Yet our task is not done. Although it is my fondest wish to see you all depart this forsaken place safely, I must ask, nay, beg you for assistance. Indeed, there is still a hurdle on the road to freedom! Our enemies stand strong and we are still in the black heart of their keep. I cannot prevail alone, and I find myself compelled to call on you brave souls for help.

“I know that your burden was great. You traveled west to find a new life, safe from starvation, oppression, tyranny! And on the cusp of success, succor was stolen from you by the most horrid of foes! Your pains are great, and you have lost friends and family, and yet you still stand before me! Undaunted and unbroken!”

“Yea!”

“Hear hear!”

“Those hateful curs thought you an easy take, but settlers are made of stern stuff and they shall regret ever laying their filthy hands on you!”

“Aye!”

“And I ask you, my brothers and sisters in arms, will we allow this injustice to continue? Will we bend the knees like pigs to be slaughtered? Will we forfeit our dignity?”

“Nay!”

“Indeed not! For our hearts cry for justice and the righteous glory of the Lord! We shall not surrender, we shall overcome, and may God have mercy on their souls!”

“YEAAAAAAH!”

I watch mesmerized as Bingle works the crowd. I finally realize why he is so convincing, it is because he is convinced himself. His eyes shine with emotion, his face is reddened with passion. He truly believes this motley crew capable of defeating two dozen well-armed guards, and he will personally lead them into battle.

As the yells of fury die down, Bingle asks for everyone’s attention as Loth walks to a wall where he draws a map with white chalk.

“The cultists have gathered in their ceremony room, a vast open cavern leading to a sheer cliff. It is a large space that could easily hold two hundred people. We expect the cultist head to be at the altar, in the middle. There is a main entrance opposite the cliff opening that will undoubtedly be guarded; however, we have found an alternate way.”

Loth deftly completes the drawing by adding a side entrance as well as an access corridor.

“On one side, the cave wall rises to an elevated platform from whence lady Abernathy could watch the proceedings. There is a very small corridor that leads to this platform and we shall take it. We will distribute muskets shortly. The best marksmen will stay on the elevation to provide covering fire while the bulk of us will jump down and engage the guards. Sir Bingle is volunteering to lead the attack himself.”

With the leader dead, the drones will be affected. I need to make sure it happens sooner rather than later.

There are no questions. Loth and Bingle distribute weapons taken from guards. There are truncheons, the odd saber, and a few old muskets. I would be worried if our opponents were not in the same situation.

Rose and the men lead the way out and I notice Dalton standing guard outside. He joins me when he sees me.

“Thank you, friends, I think I can stand now.”

The two women let me go with a nod and a knowing smile. Dalton silently hands me a pistol, some ammunition and one of my throwing knives. The rest is apparently still missing, including my rifle. Not that I could even lift it.

“There you go, Mistress.”

In his eyes, I find the same tranquil faith, the same blind acceptance as before. I find it hard to reconcile this peaceful demeanor with the mangled corpse of the stable’s sentinel, its chest turned to ruin by relentless stabbings. It finally occurs to me that Dalton would make an excellent vampire.

There is, of course, no way for me to turn him into one due to my young age. I can still keep him as a vassal.

“Do you understand the choice you have made? You are bound to me now.”

“I told you the night we met. I will never betray you and I know where to go.”

I turn away, unable to face him any longer. I do not want the responsibility of another person.

Or do I?

It is only suitable for me to have a vassal. With him, I can easily hunt bounties, purchase lands, or sign contracts.

The possibilities are endless.

“There is much I can accomplish with you.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I can already imagine it. We would track our quarry, then Dalton could handle the authorities while I snack. I would not even have to go into Partridge’s house anymore! No more will I have to face tasteless Christian imagery! This is great!

“Are you feeling better Mistress?”

“Hmm? Oh, I can walk but I cannot fight. You will have to do without me.”

“Not to worry, Mistress. I believe your Uncle has reached the end of his patience.”

Soon, the improvised warband silently moves up a set of stairs, down dark alleys and corridors interspersed with storage rooms and studies. We do not meet anyone on the way and the silence is only broken by footsteps and tired breathing. We finally stop while inside a particularly dark and twisted passage and instructions roll down the line in frantic whispers.

“We’re there, keep silent and wait for the signal before attacking.”

What kind of signal would that be anyway? Bingle never said. Was he really an officer of his Majesty’s army? This is amateurish, I believe.

Little by little, the group enters a monumental cave.

We stand on an elevated balcony with a low stone parapet. Below us, the cavern extends in every direction. Illumination is provided by iron candelabra suspended here and there. The reddish light of torches reflects on the sheer rock with an ominous glint.

A natural opening into the side of the cliff on our left only shows the night’s cloudy sky while on our right, the cave ends up in a massive set of doors. Our target stands in the center, surrounded by braziers and armed goons. He holds a chalice over a white altar and as we watch, a captive is dragged to its marble surface to be secured with bindings. A group of prisoners is kneeling besides, waiting for their turn.

My senses are coming back and even from here, I can tell that the stench I smelled in everyone comes from what this chalice contains. The fact that I am not shaking with fury is a testament to how weakened I am.

Now we just have to get in position while they are focused on making this victim drink.

“YOU HAVE SHED BLOOD FOR THE LAST TIME FOUL FIEND! HAVE AT THEM LADS, FOR KING AND COUNTRY! CHAAAAAAAAARGE!!!”

Or not.

Bingle grabs one of the ropes that secures a candelabra and cuts it at the base. As the implement falls on the head of an unfortunate goon, he is propelled forward and up, landing feet first on another guard’s chest. With nary a pause, he rushes the cult head with a furious yell.

At the same moment, Loth bellows a deafening roar that washes over the cave as he jumps down, crashing against a hastily drawn line of opponents. They are sent flying like ragdolls before his fury. A second later the rest of the former prisoners reach him and lay into their enemies with vicious enthusiasm.

So that was the signal. Huh.

I turn to Dalton and remember to close my mouth.

“Did he just?!”

“It’s been like that for the whole evening, Mistress.”

My consternation is interrupted when the gates slam open and another squad of guards comes to the help of their beleaguered allies. They are led by a man in white: the surviving mage, Leonard.

“Over there!” I scream.

The musket team was hesitant to shoot at the melee, but the newcomers are exposed and close enough to be easy targets for even inexperienced marksmen. The sounds of detonations and the smell of powder soon fill the air as both groups exchange shots. Two guards soon fall but on our side, one man falls back clutching the ruins of his left hand.

“Let me!”

A burly woman grabs the fallen combatant’s gun while a few others pull him to safety. She reloads with expertise and a few seconds later, yet another guard collapses with a smoking hole in his chest. Seeing that our cover advantage is too great, the mage orders his troop behind him and rushes our position. The balcony is on a slope which means that they will reach us too easily.

“Shield!”

Two lead bullets crash uselessly against a transparent barrier to our side’s consternation.

“Sorcery!”

“Keep firing!”

I take my own pistol and push myself against the wall while Dalton kneels against the parapet. An instant later, five guards led by a furious Leonard jump on the landing and push the men back. I notice Jimena’s knife on his belt.

Oh no he didn’t.

With a vicious smile, he raises his gauntlet to the fallen shooters and panicked women.

“You should have stayed in your cages!” he viciously screams

That's when I shoot him from the side.

The bullet goes cleanly through his skull and covers his neighbor in brain matter.

He should have kept his shield up and his grimy paws off my precious knife. Hah.

The drones turn to me and charge. I try to move and collapse instantly with a hiss of pain. I watch, powerless, as one of them raises his truncheon.

This is going to hurt.

Dalton jumps on the foe’s back and stabs him like a madman, my enemy falls with a yelp of pain. Our men regroup and charge back but I watch, powerless, as a second guard raises his truncheon.

No escaping it this time, this is going to hurt.

“Lady Delaney showed us the way! YAAAAAAA!”

A massive woman in a white bonnet and the clothes of a baker smashes into the goon with the power of a freight train. I can hear the “oof” as air leaves his lungs and the crack of bones when she pins him into the wall like an ugly butterfly.

With a deafening shriek, the rest of the women slam into the beleaguered guards with terrifying fury, overwhelming them in seconds. Goons are pummeled into the ground with boots, stones, and white-hot rage. I can scarcely believe my eyes. Not even the Gauntlet displayed this magnitude of unleashed violence.

I stand up with some difficulty, pick up my blade and walk from group to group, delivering a jab when the guard is still moving a bit and in short order, our victory is total.

Below us, the fight is also taking a turn for the better. Our side would have been losing were it not for Loth of Skoragg.

Suffice to say, the man has had enough.

I can only imagine that following Bingle on his silly adventure has frayed his nerves. He is currently right where he wants to be: in the thick of battle. As I watch, he grabs the neck of an enemy who was about to kill one of our own and throws him into the feet of another.

He then dodges a club and punches his assailant in the face, breaking his nose. As the man raises his hands to his face with a cry of pain, Loth gives him a gut punch of such strength that his opponent's feet lift off the ground, then kicks him in the head. The guard flies back into one of his partners. Half of his teeth stay where they are.

I know for a fact that he can kill more efficiently. He is just letting off steam.

Men, I swear.

My attention turns to Bingle who seems to be in a bit of a predicament. The cultist leader is harrying him with a fire whip spell which he manages to deflect with his saber. Unfortunately, Abernathy manages to snag the blade and tear it out of his hand. Bingle stumbles and the mage uses this opening to use a push spell.

Our poor adventurer is propelled against the altar and I can tell he is in pain. I turn around and urge the nearest marksman to look at the leader and shoot him. It is already clear that I will be too late.

“You are blinded by your ignorance, fool!” screams Abernathy hysterically.

“It is you who cannot see.” retorts Bingle as he grabs and throws the cult’s blood chalice. His opponent is caught off guard and although he stops the goblet with his arm, its contents splash over his face. Bingle ignores his distressed screams to jump back into the fray. He grabs his blade and puts an end to his vile foe.

The rest of the cultists still fight to the bitter end, but they are disheartened and without a head to think for them, they only offer us token resistance.

The freshly released prisoners show no mercy.

It is finally over.

People cheer and jeer, hug and cry. Bingle walks under the acclamation of the mass. His clothes are singed, he is hurt and tired and yet there is a spring in his step as he walks triumphant from group to group, shaking hands and patting shoulders. Dalton and I gather the wounded and bring them to Loth who sets up a temporary infirmary. There is a lull of activity when everyone catches their breath and I use this opportunity to approach the mouth of the cave.

Finally, a reprieve.

It is at this moment that I regret never learning how to draw. The land lays before me for miles in so many valleys and plains. The mountain range extends to my right at a sharp angle and the sky is enormous, almost overbearing. The presence of the Silent Watcher greets me with its now-familiar light.

A fresh breeze blows inside the cavern, making the light dance. It brings with it untainted air, and something else.

I turn my gaze to the right when I smell something tantalizing. The perfume is gone as fast as it appeared.

Stairs are going up along the cliff.

“This leads to the sanctum, Miss Delaney,” Rose says as she walks to me.

“We need to explore it, make sure we did not miss anything and destroy the research.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am sure.”

I leave the entrance with regret, but I have no choice. The sun will rise in less than four hours and I need to prepare for it. We gather and it is decided that Bingle, Dalton and I will go up while Loth stays with Rose to look after the wounded and protect the group.

“Don’t worry lass I’ll take a look later.”

We set out.


Chapter 25: The Source

Stairs have been dug into the side of the mountain and railings placed at strategic positions. It helps a little. I feel like I am a trespasser in a place that should have remained untamed and untouched.

We quickly reach a small landing. Nestled between two planes of the mountain is a shack. It is little more than a shelter and when we enter, I notice that it can barely contain all three of us. A cot and cupboard have been pushed against the farthest wall. Most of the floor is covered with an alchemy kit and a desk covered in paper. I let the men walk around and quickly find what I knew would be there: a research journal.

The tome is hefty so I mostly glance through. The cult leader’s writing is methodical and more importantly, it is not coded, therefore my reading is quick and unimpeded.

I soon learn that Abernathy found the place three years ago thanks to hints from a native from the Creek nation. He immediately found something which he refers to as the temple, further up, and studied the inscriptions left behind. Apparently, some of them contained European style alchemical annotations on the art of blood magic. He gathered several rogue mages and followers and moved in.

A bit over a year ago someone broke through the temple and destroyed the lab and many of the notes, that is when Abernathy ramped up his activities and started kidnapping people for blood experiments.

At the same time, he acquired something he refers to as “The Source”. He believed he could produce an elixir of eternal life without the drawbacks of sun sensitivity and bloodlust. The attack on the lab was taken as an attempt to stop him from reaching enlightenment.

We have to go up.

Dalton and Bingle join me with little to show for their efforts. I wordlessly give the adventurer a single sheet I took from the journal.

“Subject: Flora Schaffer, female.”

His voice dies down as he keeps on reading. I already suspected she would be dead of course. This only confirms it.

My vassal and I wait in respectful silence until he is done. The grief on his face is palpable.

“Forgive me, I need a moment.”

We step outside, close the gate behind us and wait. I am a bit shaken as I realize that this is the first time I have witnessed the fearless adventurer with such a hopeless expression on his face.

“I wanted to ask you something, Mistress.” Says Dalton.

“Yes?”

“What are you exactly?”

I turn to him dumbfounded.

“You decided to serve me, yet you do not know what I am?”

“I knew enough to decide, now I want to know everything.”

I spend a few minutes telling him about my strengths but also my weakness to fire, silver and the sun. It only occurs to me when I am done that I did not even contemplate him betraying me. My instincts tell me that he will not. We have bonded now. His loyalty is as certain as the dawn.

It doesn’t take long for Bingle to join us.

“Forgive me for this delay. I am.. I was…”

I place a comforting hand on his arm and address him with a soothing voice.

“There is nothing to apologize for sir, and I can only extend my condolences to you. I know it is poor comfort in the face of such pain, yet I must remind you that without our timely intervention, those unfortunate souls behind us would have suffered a fate most cruel.”

Bingle seems surprised by my touch; his honest face brims with emotion.

“Yes, you are correct. Thank you so much Miss Delaney. We have done well tonight, and though salvation was beyond my grasp, we made sure that vengeance was not. A worthy end, I say!”

“Indeed. Now, that loathsome man’s notes mention a temple above, and I would like to see it with my own eyes and make sure there is nothing afoot.”

“Of course, Miss Delaney! Your tenacity and vigor are an inspiration! No stone shall remain unturned until we ascertain that evil has been vanquished!”

Right.

“Then I shall lead the way, forward!” I exclaim.

Wait, what is wrong with me?! Why did I just say that?!

Impossible.

Is the man contagious?

I certainly hope not. I would not want to turn righteous.

My hearing has recovered enough to notice Dalton’s amused chuckle. I may never live this down.

We walk for ten minutes at a measured pace along the mountain and up a natural ridge. Eventually, the path turns right to end on a small plateau.

Hidden from the worst of the wind, pine trees and knee-high bushes have prospered and spread around the place, turning it into a shelter. I notice regular formations that look too perfect to be the work of nature. Rather, someone grew a garden here and left it for at least a decade. Further up, the valley disappears between two cliffs.

This feels awfully familiar.

Oh.

OH!

I remember now. “Not where, but when.” said Nashoba in that dream months ago.

I found it! The place from the dream!

Just as I remember it, the blocky architecture clings to the rock as if it had been dug in. Two lion statues stand guard on each side of the main entrance, a little worse for wear. I hear nothing suspicious.

“Let me in first Miss Delaney.”

We enter the so-called temple and look around. The men take out lanterns and light the insides.

Abernathy has mentioned that the place had been ransacked. That is not correct. The single room we find ourselves in has been devastated by an impact of incredible power. Everything that stands near the door such as a stone bed and fire pit remains intact. Further up, debris litters the floor and the opposite wall has been shattered completely.

On the side, I recognize a bare alchemy station under a pile of rocks curiously arranged. I walk closer.

Somebody gathered stones with inscription. I recognize the tongue.

“Dalton, I need your lantern.”

It is, of course, a lie for the benefit of Bingle.

I read a few runes despite the poor state. Unfortunately, there is not enough to infer a meaning. I only know that it relates to research and blood magic.

It was likely the result of whatever research took place in this alchemical workshop. 

Leaving the workbench behind, I walk to the shattered wall, dodging the errant stone.

Something smells familiar. I recognize it, from long ago. It is on the tip of my tongue.

I approach the impact.

Either someone brought a small cannon or…

I place my fist against the central hole and push it in. I touch smashed rock when I am elbow deep. Hmm.

I take a look inside. The point of origin has a single black spot.

Could it be?

I shove my hand back in and after fumbling for a few seconds I manage to touch something. When I pull back my index has the slightest hint of a tar-like substance. I rub my fingers and sample the scent.

A wave of emotion overcomes me. There is no vitality left yet this fragrance is unmistakable. Stunned, I stand back and realize the crater is surrounded by other runes. I pull two and two together.

“What are those Miss Delaney?” Bingle asks from behind me.

“A poem in the tongue of Akkad. It says:

Little bird flew low and high

To the rock and to the sky

Little bird flew far and wide

Yet always one step behind."

“I do not understand.”

“This is a taunt.”

My Master came here a year ago. He did not find what he was looking for. Someone took it and hid it from him.

This is why he came to this remote place, and possibly why he traveled to this continent at all.

This is also how he found me.

As to what his target was, I have no idea. If we find a container of some sort, we might get a clue. I decide to keep looking. I am particularly interested in where that precious smell comes from.

I turn left and walk to the wall. A particularly well-preserved stone cabinet has escaped the devastation.

That is rather suspicious.

“Help me move this, I think there might be something there.”

Both men rush past me, intent on making sure I do not need to work. Alright, so there are some benefits to being of the fairer sex. I would still rather be allowed to go bounty hunting.

With little effort, Dalton and Bingle push the piece of furniture out of the way. Light shines into a small bathroom, sparsely equipped with a stone tube and a storage shelf. More interesting is the prostrate figure on the ground. This is where the tantalizing scent comes from.

I cannot help myself. I walk past my companions and ignore their warnings. I fall on my knees before the humanoid thing and lift its chin.

Two amber eyes open and blink at me. They are too large to belong on a human face. The thing’s traits have a strange alienness to them, different yet alluring. I think it is male, a he then. I lean closer. He smells so scrumptious, so incredibly delicate. This bouquet, this vitality. Unearthly.

I open my mouth and eight fangs manifest. The man cries a single tear as he shows an acceptance born out of the deepest pits of despair.

He knows what I am, he knows what I will do and he has already given up. Good, now I just need to—

“Miss Delaney?”

I close my mouth with a click.

If I do this now, I will have to kill Bingle. I do not believe I can hypnotize him into forgetting someone’s death.

I don’t want to kill Bingle. No. I do not want my instincts to get in the way of my long term plans. So I slowly force myself away from that delicious temptation.

Wait, that’s it.

This entity provided the blood that saved my life the night of my escape. Or not. His smell is slightly different, spicier and more mature. I fed on his kind, however.

“Miss?”

I finally force myself to turn.

“He’s alive! We need to free him.”

I compel myself to take a step back from that enticing, delicious smell. Bingle passes me by and kneels. I notice that he still has the keys he used to free the other prisoners fortunately, and that they fit.

Hold on he will notice that something is wrong!

I turn in a panic, only to see a perfectly normal, if unhealthy man where I left the strange creature. A quick study shows a sort of shimmer around his eyes and ears.

“Can you talk, lad?”

“Y…yes.”

“Are you hurt anywhere.”

“No… just sore, thirsty and hungry.”

But not dirty. How could somebody dirty have such an incredible perfume?

“Don’t worry lad. Your troubles are at an end! We shall take good care of you. You have the word of Cecil Rutherford Bingle!”

Yessssssssss good care.

“Mistress you are drooling.” Whispers Dalton. “Do you need more blood?”

“Thank you, I’ll be fine.”

What is wrong with me? Besides the recently skewered heart, nothing. I do not even feel the Thirst. This creature just has a blood that I apparently cannot resist.

I will not bite.

I will not bite.

Maybe just a little… NO! I will not bite. Calm down Ari, this is not like you. Just take a deep breath.

Alright, this was a terrible idea. How can this man smell so intoxicating! Gah!

“Are you alright Miss Delaney?”

I look away so he doesn’t see the fangs.

“I apologize, it is just, I am sorry I need some fresh air.”

I stumble out until I reach outside. Up here, a cold wind blows down the flanks of the mountain and carries on it hints of pine. I start feeling better or at least, more in control.

Only a short while later, the three men exit the structure. In the open, the temptation is not so strong.

Bingle looks at me with empathy and leads the way down. I follow him while Dalton supports the strange creature. I do not dare get closer. Actually, Bingle has his back to me so I suppose I could indulge…

No. No! Oh, that is it. Get a hold of yourself Ariane! This is unsightly! I am no slave to my impulses.

As I slap my cheek, the softest breeze caresses my ears as something whispers to me.

“Why did you spare me, Nightwalker?”

“WOW!”

“Mistress?”

“Miss Delaney?”

“Sorry! Sorry everyone, I just missed a step.”

Dalton is dubious and Bingle full of concern.

“Miss Delaney, I apologize! I should have remembered your ordeal! Foolish me! You, hrm, if you, if it is not too impertinent of me to offer, you may take my arm. I shall lead you to safety!”

Yes, let me be downwind before I do something we shall all regret.

“If it is not too much trouble.”

I approach and grab his muscular arm. This is not entirely unpleasant. The man himself radiates with pride, it seems that my trust means a lot to him. Perhaps I should not offer my back to this creature though. It made it clear it knows what I am.

“Is this a cruel trap, Nightwalker?” Whispers the wind once more.

“My name is Ariane” I grumble back, too low to be heard by the humans.

“Very well, since you have given me the gift of courtesy I shall reciprocate. I am Sinead.”

We continue our conversation in the same manner.

“What are you?”

“You truly do not know?”

“I wouldn’t ask otherwise!” I softly hiss.

“Your kind calls us trespassers or the fae. We are from far away.”

“How far is far away? India? Nippon?”

“We are from another dimension.”

“Ah. Really?! How did you even come here?!”

The wind sighs with annoyance.

“My kind likes to play games. Sometimes we slip and fall into other worlds. This would not be an issue if your plane was not so heavy.”

“Huh?”

“Your reality is rigid. We cannot get through it. It resists us too much. We cannot get back and so we are lost, as vagrants and prey.”

“Prey?”

“You must be young. Your kind captures us and harvests our immortal blood. It is kept in secure containers to be drunk as an emergency. We are slaves and cattle to you lot. Barely better than animals,” he adds with resentment.

I now understand. Six months ago, I should have died from the wounds I suffered at the hand of Jimena. Only a miracle could have saved me, and this miracle was the blood of his species.

“I do not understand! I thought that blood must be consumed on the spot!”

“We are immortal. We do not age, and so our blood can keep its vitality indefinitely if harvested properly.”

“I never knew.”

“Curious, I would expect clans to inform their members of our existence so that you know not to devour us instantly should you happen upon our kind. It would be too merciful a fate, I suppose.

“Our essence remains bound to the blood so only a limited amount of elixirs can be harvested from the same captive, who then needs to be kept alive. My people have been reduced to kept assets and fugitives like me.”

If what he says is true, and I believe him, then Jimena gave up on an incredible treasure to help me. What I used to run home could have been employed in combat to save her life instead! My gratitude towards her only ever grows.

Why did she not mention it? Well, I am not surprised that my friend would try to hide the extent of her sacrifice, and yet there could be something else. Vampires may attempt to hush the existence of such a powerful secret weapon. I will have to be discreet.

“I know not what you have planned,” Sinead says, “and so I am left at your mercy, creature of the night.”

He goes on like that for a while and I learn a few interesting things. His species call themselves the Likaeans and they are powerful magic users. On their home plane, they can manipulate the very essence of reality the way a great painter manipulates colors.

Down here, they are limited to a few tricks and illusions. I also learn that Sinead is by default the leader of his kind, the most powerful Likaean here, and that he has a second-in command of sort. Finally I learn that Sinead is an absolute drama queen.

Honestly, I am impressed.

Grand declamations, laments and inflamed discourses pour ceaselessly from his lips. Some of it even rhymes! He goes on and on without pause, cursing this plane and its inhabitants, his fate, the moon, the stars, and the neighbor’s dog. Everyone.

The worst thing for me is that he never even makes a move to escape. We are on a dark path outside, at night, he is not bound, and we are clearly exhausted and wounded. Still, there is not a single attempt to even steal a knife! If it were me, I would have at least tried something.

Wait, could he have been deceiving me all that time?!

I turn in a panic but no, he is still hanging from Dalton’s shoulder, looking in the distance like an opera main lead. I can still smell him when the wind gives us a respite.

I believe that if his race is half as dramatic as he is, it is no wonder that they have been exploited by vampires. We all have one thing in common: ruthlessness.

I continue my musings while we walk down the path at a slow pace. With Bingle guiding me, I can stop focusing on my surroundings and Sinead’s constant whining.

He is clearly the Source mentioned in Abernathy’s workshop notes. If I understand properly, the cult leader had been using his blood in an attempt to reach eternal life.

Perhaps this is why it felt so wrong.

Likaean blood is precious. It is not to be squandered by a fumbling idiot with no talent or experience. A few scratched symbols are not enough to reach the apex of mastery required to brew an elixir of eternity.

I remember the woman in my vision, when I drank from Master and was made a vampire. She was writing something on tanned human skin. It was an intricate formula, a work of art far beyond anything I have seen since, not even in Loth’s workshop.

This man could not have achieved his goal within three lifetimes. He only made an impure mix with fleeting effects, at the cost of one’s free-will.

How naïve of him to even assume that our mewling rescuee could be a strong enough source of power. He is weak and pathetic here. He would not have sufficed, no. It would take something incredible to change a human at such a fundamental level.

It would take a god.

Truly, this entire project was doomed from the start. I take comfort in the knowledge that at the very least, we cleaned our own backyard.

Oh, and we rescued some humans and that weird alien being. I suppose this counts as a success.

"So tell me, child of darkness, tell me why do you play with me so? What sinister fate awaits me, now that my freedom?”

Sinead’s ranting has progressed enough that he requires attention. Good.

“I have not decided yet.”

“Pardon?”

“I said, I have not made a choice. Now please leave me be, I tire of this conversation.”

I do not have the inclination to handle this man today. I am not Thirsty, I am exhausted and his survival depends on a tangle of commitments and rules I do not feel like considering before a good rest.

We soon reach the cave again. I go to Loth, still busy with the wounded. It seems that a few of them will not make it.

“Dalton?”

“Yes Mistress?”

“Please look after me, I need to rest my eyes.”

“Very well Mistress.”

Yes, there is still much to be done. I just need a moment.


Chapter 26: Self-Discovery

I open my eyes to the familiar darkness. I am still wearing the ruin of the maid outfit and the congealed blood sticks to my skin in a most unpleasant way. The smell is not much better.

Outside I can hear two heartbeats.

I slide the sarcophagus open to the canopy of Loth’s large tent. Just like six months ago, it is basked in soothing blue light.

“Good evening.”

“Good evening lass, quick, take this!”

He hands me a silver chalice with a cover. The hint of fresh blood immediately wakes the Thirst. I take off the top and drink.

It tastes so much sweeter than my usual fare. It is, without a doubt, human, with a hint of something special. A strange power fleets through its exquisite vitality, taunting and tricksy, but not malicious. It is the best human blood I have ever sampled since the first.

“Bingle?”

“Yes, he volunteered. He said he wanted to contribute to the potion that will alleviate the curse. It seems that it mattered to him quite a bit,” says Loth, as he finishes draining his blood in a second chalice.

“Loth…”

“Ye were hurt by my fault, so I will give ye my blood in good faith tonight. Take it as a day off. A night off. Whatever.”

I stand up and take stock while he finishes. I am healed, yet still weak. It would be best if I do not have to fight anyone tonight.

“I believe I will take you up on that offer. Thank you, Loth.”

I drink the second chalice, a full cup of steel, mountain, and power. Although nowhere close to yesterday’s blood, it is still extremely potent.

“Thank you Loth! That was delicious!”

“Naturally. Now lass, we need to address your first follower.”

“My Vassal, Dalton.”

“Aye. The boy and I came ta an agreement. I need someone to clean around the garden, run some errands and spot for me when I calibrate rifles. He’ll do. I also expect him ta make yer hunting easier. Smooth things out, as it were.”

I turn to Dalton.

“It’s a very good offer Mistress, I could never hope for such a good position anywhere else.”

“Good, so it’s settled then?”

“Aye, all that’s left is that you, ah, seal the deal so to speak.”

“What!?”

“By drinking his blood.”

“Of course! Haha, yes, naturally.”

Loth gives me a knowing smile and leaves the tent.

“So…” says Dalton.

Why does he have to make it so awkward? It’s just part of the deal! We just have to do something I consider intimate even though we met a week ago.

Is this what arranged marriage feels like?

Bah, I don’t want to think about this any longer. I approach Dalton who obediently tilts his head.

I embrace him.

He smells like soap, sunshine, and liquor. Not a bad mix. His pulse quickens. I lick the jugular and he swallows. The movement is so enticing. Slowly, I bite.

Ah…Yesssss.

So good.

It reminds me of that time with Aintza. The same arousal. Oh no! Let me lick this closed with all haste and let him go. God, young men are so enthusiastic! Gah, this is embarrassing, but kind of fun. How I wish Jimena liked men, then we could talk together and she could tell me more.

We could even have many Vassals! Bring them together and have them walk around with nothing on their butts! We could stare at their butts! Even touch them!

“Teeheehee!”

“Mistress?”

“Nothing! Now, I really need to take a bath. Is there water?”

“There is a river a few hundred yards away. I could draw enough for a bath and warm it for you?”

“Silly Vassal! That would take aaaaaaaaages! Let me just go there. I don’t need warm water. Cold water will help me wake up! It forges the character!”

I step outside and immediately come across Loth, waiting for something.

“Ariane?”

“I’m going to take a bath!”

“We do have other things to discuss.”

“After the bath! Now, where is the river?”

“You want to bath in the river?”

“Of course not! Do you take me for a savage? Wait. OOoooooooh of course, thank you Loth!”

Silly me, to go out like that. I come back inside and pile my favorite jasmine soap of all time and clean clothes in the copper tub then drag it outside.

“Alright, I’m gone!”

“Ari.”

“Yes?”

“The river is the other way.”

“Oooooh thanks, see you later Loth!”

I manage to drag the tub with me through the undergrowth and only fall twice and impact a single tree. I don’t know who planted that pine like that in the middle of the way, it’s so stupid! If I catch the rogue I'll…do something! Ugh.

The river is quite shallow and I only have to drag the tub to the edge, realize my stuff is still in it, take my stuff out, fill it with water and settle it in a nice secluded grove and ta da! It’s done.

I jump in and start peeling the ruined uniform and flaking red stuff. Aaaaah but it is so good to be there. I can enjoy the light of the moon, the water, bubbly soap and the caress of the wind on my skin.

Stars illuminate the sky while the relaxing light of the Silent Watcher stands as proof to its eternal vigil. The riot of colors and sounds form together a chaotic symphony both complex and so very alive. The night is beautiful, and it is mine.

I savor the moment and think back on yesterday.

Loth is right, we have much to discuss. I will have to tell him about the vision. He is my friend and needs to know what I saw.

More specifically, him making love to Agna.

Having a penis was a strange experience. I know how it feels now. Teehee. Oh my, I know how it feels to be inside of a woman! Truly remarkable. I am willing to bet some women would pay solid gold to feel what I experienced!

And what an experience it was. The slow and steady moves, the feeling of a warm body against my own, the moans of pleasure. It is so much more than I expected. It was amazing.

I stop and realize I am no longer applying soap. My left hand is cupping my breast and the other rests at the edge of my pubis.

I lower myself in the tub and raise my hips. Yes, Agna had raised hers, just so. They had rolled with a hypnotic motion.

I lower my right hand until it parts the blond hair, and then I stop again. I let it lie there, quiescent.

I always thought I knew all there is to know about sex. I saw animals go at it so I had a general idea about the process. I learned from the people around me that married couples do it to have children. I was told that men want it all the time and women give it. I understood that it could be painful or somewhat pleasant for us. Hussies are those who let many men have what they want from them and use it for their own benefits.

This is what I was led to believe. It is also a lie. Yesterday, Loth showed me what could be. He showed me that sex could be a source of incredible bliss for both partners, a felicity that transcends the physical to reach into the quasi-mystic.

When Agna climaxed, the sensation was so strong that she looked like she was dying. They shared this together. It was intense and beautiful. It was sacred.

I remember what Master did. It does not have to be that way. I do not have to surrender this to him, not to anyone. It can be mine. I could even share it with someone else, one day.

Maybe.

I lower my hand. My sex is flushed and wet, not with water but something much softer. It makes my fingers drift smoothly over my folds and that little nub of flesh that…Aaaaaaah.

My body spasms once around my core in a wave that expands throughout my entire body. I arc my back away from the water.

More.

I move two fingers in slow and large circular motions. I take my time and enjoy the feeling building inside of me. My finger brushes the little nub, again and again, slow and steady. I remember yesterday, Loth’s lips on her nipple. I use my other hand to touch and tease my own until the pink tips become hard and sensitive. I move progressively faster. I moan loudly and I don’t care.

After a while, I stop once more. I want to try things. I move my fingers horizontally or vertically, with more or less pressure. Sometimes my movements are slow, sometimes a little bit faster.

I remember when Agna impaled herself on Loth. The look on her face.

I move my hand lower and slide a finger in. So wet! Yes, she was moving just so, pushing him in. I move my hips as well and do not forget the little nub. I find a rhythm I like, slow but purposeful and I lose myself in it.

Time abandons its meaning, there is only the sensual dance and the pleasure that scours me. Eventually, the urge to reach something becomes too great. I play with the nub again, faster, with a bit more strength. Something warm builds up inside. I want to know. I want to feel. I keep going on and on until I’m on the verge of something great. I keep going, almost there.

And then it happens.

Oh. My. GOD!

“Ooooohohoho yesss!!!”

For a small eternity my mind blanks as successive waves of ecstasy ravage me. My body shivers and quakes around its center. Aaahh, soooo good!

I splash back into the tub and just stay there for a moment, unable to move. I haven’t recovered when an aftershock sends me into another shake that makes me curl my toes.

Wow!

This is great! Better than great! Aaaaa! For a while there, I could think of nothing! Why did I not hear of this earlier?! Who keeps this secret?! I swear that half of human conflicts would be solved on the spot if people experienced this daily!

Hiding this is a disgrace, a vile conspiracy!!! So this is why vampires are rumored to enjoy lovemaking. It is a bloodless, victimless alternative to our usual fare, and without risks of disease and unknown pregnancy to boot! Aaaah this explains so much!

Hmm!

I should try to get another one, for science’s purposes. It is only true if it is repeatable, is it not?
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Thirty minutes later I finish dressing and start walking back to the camp, with a towel around my hair and the tub in tow.

Well, this was enlightening and relaxing. Much of the tension of these past few days has been lifted from my shoulders.

That said, perhaps I should not share my newfound knowledge with the men. I do believe it does not concern them. Hmm, yes, this seems wiser.

I wouldn’t want them to get jealous, the poor things!

Rather soon I find my way back to the carriage. I only fall once, and someone else planted another damned pine in the middle of the way! Who would even do such a thing?

Three people wait in the small clearing, although I can see other campfires around and hear noises in the distance. I wave at them and promptly fall on my face.

Bah, the ground of the forest is so uneven! Unbelievable!

“What’s wrong with her?” I hear someone whisper.

“She’s drunk off her arse.” replies my friend.

“Loth of Skoragg! Je ne vous permets pas!”

“In English my dear.”

“Then let it be known that I find your grrrrrrroundless accusations… scandalous!“

“My apologies, now we need to reach an agreement with the latest addition to our merry band.”

“Who?”

“Me!!!” Replies a newcomer, red with anger.

I get closer. This is a person of the male persuasion. Yes.

Ariane, of the astute observations!

It does not help me tremendously though.

“Uhhhhhhh.”

I turn to Dalton who taps his nose. Wait, is something wrong with the smell?

…

Delicious! What a wonderful fragrance! Ah, I remember now!

“Mmmmmmmmm.”

I scrunch my face with effort.

“MMMMMMMMMMMM.”

The others seem at a loss. Oh, just you wait.

“MMMMM AH! SYNOAD!”

“It’s Sinead! Sinead, you disrespectful wench!”

Dalton and Loth take a collective step back from the newcomer.

“I beg your pardon?” I say as I smile. Surely I misheard? I have been nothing but patient and respectful since we met.

“Do you have an issue with how you’ve been treated so far?”

Looking left and right, the Likaean realizes that the others are unwilling to help him with his current predicament.

“I believe I spoke too hastily.”

“It’s alright Senerad, it was wrong of me to mispronounce your name. I will endeavor not to do so again.”

Sinied glowers but says nothing. What a prickly fellow.

“I believe we were going to discuss his fate.”

“Oh yes! Enough distractions. So, what should we do? I want to feed on him at some point.”

“Well. I was hoping that you would not.”

“Hmm, no!”

I tap my index against my chin. Well. It does sound like a sensible request. He is no danger to me and I feel quite full. Ah, but he is both magical and delicious. What to do?

“Unless you name him as your friend, I can drink from him but not kill him. We rescued that man, I believe that there is a debt. Besides, I would be stupid not to get some power from him. I can get much. “

“That’s the thing lass, I had a talk with Sinead and I believe that should you bite, you will drain him dry and we will not be able to pry you away.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” says the man himself, “I arrived in this land twenty years ago to look for my lost brethren. Alas, I failed to hide my nature at first and rumors of my existence drew the hated Nightwalkers of clan Roland to me! I was powerless before their strength, and they abducted me, dragged me to a hideout deep in the forests of Ardennes.

“There, I met others of my kind. I learned that we are mercilessly hunted and that our blood drives you mad the moment you taste it. A feeding is almost always fatal, therefore the red liquid is carefully harvested and used in potions that grant limitless power for a night. A vampire under the effect of our blood enjoys limitless reserves of energy.

“As I mentioned, we need to be kept alive for this to happen and our essence will not regenerate while the potion remains intact. Each captive thus yields a limited, but precious resource. We are under heavy guard, constantly.

“Fortunately, I managed to fool the humans at dawn by using a mighty illusion. My deception was not detected until far too late. To my deep regret, I was unable to free the others and had to escape alone.”

Sinaiad’s expression is one of utter guilt. He left his people behind! Well, I am in no position to judge.

“I stowed on a ship headed for the New World, thinking it would be a haven where I could plan a daring rescue. I was mistaken. Human mages successfully detected my presence and abducted me. I was soon sold to the man your party slew yesterday. The rest, you know.”

The Likaean licks his lips nervously.

“While I was in the custody of this clan, I learned much and I would be willing to tell you, in exchange for safe passage.”

“Then are you a supplicant?”

“Mustemiqu? Ah, a supplicant. Yes.”

“Then kneel.”

The man turns red with fury.

I do not understand the rage I see in him now. Supplicants kneel. It is the way of things. It is what should be. We stand and listen, the Supplicants speak and kneel, and if an agreement is reached, we grant a favor.

Why the hatred?

“Ari.”

I turn to Loth with a raised eyebrow.

“His kind is enslaved by your kind. He is their leader by default, aye. Kneeling to ya is a humiliation.”

“How does that concern the matter at hand? Is he not the Supplicant? Do I not listen?”

“I see. In this case, I would ask that ye forgive the lack of decorum as a favor to me. Just this once.”

“I…”

I don’t know. I find the very proposal distasteful. If proper forms are not respected, then what does that mean for the proceedings? Are we honorless beasts, to discard traditions so easily?

“Is your skin so thin that you need to be worshipped, vampire?” Sinead asks, irate.

The haze I was in until now drops like water to be replaced by cold instinct and the death of empathy.

I move. I move faster than ever before despite my weakened state. My hand closes around his neck.

“Gah!”

“Ari! Please wait!” Loth begs.

“Perhaps forms are important to us for another reason?” I ask the choking Likaean, “Perhaps we need it to balance our humanity and that part of us that calls you food?”

“Ari, please. Please!”

I drop my victim and turn around before I succumb to my instincts.

TAKE A TOE OR TWO. AND HIS TONGUE AS WELL.

“Safe passage in exchange for information was it?”

“Y-yes,” the prone form replies.

Loth looks fraught with worry. The alien insulted the protocol. That puts him dangerously close to the oath-breaker category as far as I am concerned. I would drink him dry, but he clearly made a deal with Loth and it means I cannot drink from him? Confusing. Perhaps I should just kill him and be done with it.

No, I cannot do this to Loth. Not after what happened last night.

“I want this and his blood. Your objections make little sense to me, Loth. You admitted that a potion can be drawn from his blood and that means there is a safe way to harvest it. I am not letting him go without a taste. You will find a way to provide it safely or I will take my chances.”

"Ari."

"No! I bled and almost died for this and refrained from feeding until we could reach a proper agreement. I have been more than reasonable! Blood, to be consumed on the spot, is to be part of this."

"I do not know how to properly harvest blood. The task was done by human alchemists in the employ of the Roland Clan," the Dvergur argues.

"Then you can draw it and preserve it in the chalice until I wake. If the prey is not around when I consume it, it should be safe."

Everyone is silent. I will not back down on this. The blood will be mine one way or the other.

"Very well, Nightwalker. This is humiliating but you leave me with little choice. I agree to your terms. Blood and information in exchange for safe passage," Sinead concedes.

The annoying man the stands up before leaving with a huff. I track his movement then return my attention to Loth.

“We need to talk,” I say.

He points to the tent and we get in. I stand up and pace while he sits heavily on the only cot. I don’t know how to start. How do you admit something this big to a friend?

“Why are you trying to save Sinead anyway? You’re not exactly a bleeding heart.”

“Oh? Ye think me too generous in rescuing my fellow supernatural beings who are lost and down on their luck? Should I have been harsher?” He asks pointedly.

I stop in my tracks, realizing how we came to meet.

“I’m sorry Loth, I guess I deserved that one.”

To my surprise, he chuckles.

“Ye’re forgiven, but please say what ye want to say.”

“Ah, how should I put it?”

I explain how I saw visions and describe the first one, the battlefield.

“Aye I remember, I remember well. ‘Twas my first real battle, it was. That’s where my old uncle Strum got the nickname of ball-crusher after he accidentally fell on an anvil.”

I ignore the juicy anecdote and tell him about the banquet. I describe the grey-bearded man in great detail.

“Aye, my father. Yes. He was so proud. Was there also a blond woman?”

“Yes. She uh, kept reaching for…”

“My cock, aye.”

I wince at the vulgarity.

“That was Gerda. Good ol' Gerda! We called her the virgin hunter. Half of my generation blew their first load in her hairy—”

“LOTH!”

“Alright, alright. Ye win. Next.”

I hesitate and lick my lips. I do owe him the truth. I don’t want to hide this. Those memories belong to him.

“You saw Agna for the first time. She threw manure at Skeggi’s face.”

Loth studies me.

“How did you know it was Skeggi?”

“I felt what you felt, learned what you thought. You were not thinking of that Gerda woman in the short interval I perceived.”

“I see.” He deliberately marks a pause. He knows what follows is the reason I feel embarrassed.

“I was you when you made love to Agna.”

The revelation is received with stunned silence. It takes a long time before Loth speaks again. Long enough for the campfire outside to weaken, Dalton to fall asleep in the tent next to mine.

“I don’t exactly remember her face. I tried to engrave it, but it never looked quite right. Metal is a poor medium to create the portrait of a loved one, I find. I never managed to form what I wanted. It always felt dead, a farcical attempt at capturing that which cannot be held. Like sand flowing between my fingers, ya know?”

Loth barely raises his head and looks at me. There is something there that I saw in Master, but also in Moor and even to an extent, Jimena. Agelessness. Before me stands an ancient being whose life has extended longer than some dynasties lasted.

“I destroyed every last one of them, and now I regret it. Memories grow hazy after a few centuries. Even a shadow of what she was would have helped me remember.”

So, the mind lost its grip, but the blood remembers.

Loth sighs deeply. I give him some time as I realize that if he wanted an input he would ask for it. Entities of his age probably cherish moments of strong emotion as proof that they still live.

“What else?”

Loth does not comment when I tell him about the rest. His only reaction is a bitter smile at the mention of his brother and wife’s betrayal.

“And that is all.”

“I see. Well. Thank ye for sharing, I appreciate that. It was bittersweet, ta say the least. “

I hesitate for a while before asking the question that has been nagging me for a few minutes now. Loth is always straightforward. If he thinks it inappropriate, he will let me know.

“Just ask yer question lass.”

“How did you know I wanted to!?”

“When ye’re thinking too hard ya forget to breathe. Humans may not notice but I do.”

“Oh no, this is a good way to get caught.”

“Hahaha give it some time and stop stalling!”

“Fine. Why did you never return?”

Loth freezes like a cat caught with its paw in the bowl of cream.

“I’m scared of boats. Long travel distance between here and home, ya know?”

“Loth.”

“Also, many projects here, can’t decently just stop everything to—”

“Loth!”

“I’m scared! There, ye got it. I did not leave on good terms and I was an important warrior for my family. Many bad things could have happened.”

“How about a letter?!”

“Damn good idea lass, I’ll just address it ta a clan of long-lived dwarves in the Kebnekaise mountain range somewhere in Sweden. The postmen could sure use a good laugh.”

I do not reply, instead, I reflect in silence. This does not sound like the Loth I have come to know, and yet do I really understand him? I have never seen him face something he could not immediately handle.

I have never known true love either. My friend lost his soul mate and could not overcome his grief, not even in a century. Is he constantly escaping reality? Should I say something?

“Don’t be too disappointed in this old man, lass. The truth is that I care about my clan back home, and I miss them a lot. That doesn’t change the fact that I was used by them, manipulated and then betrayed by those who believed they could do better. I have given much, and should I return, I will be asked to give even more.”

I still say nothing. Loth made a few very good points and it does not matter. He is not doing anything because he is scared, that is the crux of the matter. I want to point it out. I also want to respect the boundaries he is currently setting.

“Damn it lass, you are doing that vampire thing again. Fine, fine. I…I admit that I am still running away. I won’t visit them but perhaps a letter will do. For a start.”

How is being silent so efficient?! Is it because I do not breathe or move?

“It would bring you closure, my friend, if only that.”

“Right. Yeah. I was considering it, ya know?”

Some people are so good at self-deception, it is almost unreal. Well, time to change the topic. I shall verify later that he is indeed working on a proper means of correspondence.

“I want to ask, what happened after I fell into torpor?”

“We rested for an hour then moved everyone down. Bingle and I got rid of the handful of guards remaining and recovered our gear, including your rifle. When we got outside there was a, well, a purge. The prisoners and freed servants picked seven among them and slaughtered them in the street. It was sudden and extremely violent. Bingle’s voice was drowned by the vengeful mob. It was not pretty.

After that, we all crashed down. In the morning, we gathered in a council to decide what to do. Bingle managed to steer the discussion effectively and it only took an hour to finish. Some decided to stay and take care of the cattle and fields. Those that left were allowed to take valuables and sundries to start over somewhere else, they are with us now. I’d estimate around fifteen people. Rose is here as well. She and Bingle have grown quite close.”

“Hmm.”

Rose is both grounded and painfully honest. They could be a good match.

I want to ask about our plans but I can see that Loth is tired. Even though I just woke up, I feel exhausted as well so we both decide to call it a night.


Chapter 27: Coming of Age

I wake up to the sound of animated discussion. I quickly don one of my armored dresses in dark blue and wonder if I should pick up my pistol. So far, I can only hear irate voices and the appearance of someone armed might do more damage than good. Let us try diplomacy first.

I step out of the tent and realize that we are at the edge of a native city of respectable size. An earthen pyramid dominates the vista in front of me, surrounded by wooden buildings that form a circle around it. Well-tended farms dot the valley as far as I can see, and a few campfires give the place a festive feeling.

Our campfire is not festive at all. Most of the escapees that elected to join us are in a circle of wagons to my left. The men stand around like sentinels and there is not a woman in sight. The voices come from a gathering a few paces away. Torches provide a reddish light to what I hope is just a heated negotiation.

On one side stands a frowning Bingle, an old man who I know has weight with the people we freed, and Loth. Only the Dvergur seems somewhat relaxed. I can feel Dalton from somewhere inside the circle.

On the other side is a most curious motley crew. The largest group is composed of men and women in light and colorful clothes. There are bells and jewelry in their hair, and pieces of mirrors hang from oversized necklaces. I notice at least one European and a few of the younger people are obviously of mixed blood. They are led by two siblings; a large man with a moustache and a red bandana and a shrewd looking woman.

I think the man’s moustache may even rival Bingle’s! Is it why they are trying to stare each other down? I always thought there would be a brotherhood of great moustaches, yet it appears that they are competing for supremacy. Perhaps they need to establish a hierarchy first? Men are strange creatures.

My attempts at joining my allies discreetly are thwarted when the second part of the native group turns to me. They are dressed in more conservative undyed leather clothes.

Nashoba limps from the group and greets me with a radiant smile, which I return. The argument dies down and all attention turns to me.

Ah, this is uncomfortable.

“Greetings, Child of Thorn and Hunger.”

“Greetings Nashoba. What is this about?”

The circle expands to include me. After Nashoba’s voice dies down I get varied reactions from the colorful group. Many are wary while a few look at me with doubt in their eyes. The European openly scoffs, which does not bother me much. I would rather he believed pale ones to be a myth from the mind of gullible savages.

“The Muscogee of the Fox clan take exception to you crossing their land without license. The white men have been encroaching on them as of late. Tensions are running high, though the death of the defiler has bought you much goodwill.”

“And what are you doing here? You are not one of their own.”

“I came here to make sure those negotiations succeed. That alligator you killed is not the only thing hunting us and your help is required again.”

“Before we begin, I am not slaughtering entire villages of white folks for you, if that is what you were referring to.”

“Indeed not, child of Thorn, for this path would save no one. Ah, but our companions are losing patience, so let us listen to their whining and posturing for a while.” He adds with a smirk.

I did not remember him being so assertive. It appears that the past six months have been good to him.

It is the male Muscogee envoy who resumes the hostilities. He spews what I assume are scathing remarks to the rest of his band and wildly gestures at Nashoba and myself. I do not understand his language at all and apparently neither does the shaman.

One of the Choctaw is growing increasingly red though, and I assume he is the interpreter. The other Choctaw also feel the tension and the native group splits in two, with the Muscogee of the Fox clan on one side, and the Choctaw on the other.

I notice that one of the women who picked up Nashoba after I exacted my payment is here as well, although she is currently staring at the ground with rare intensity. Loth was correct. I did leave a lasting impression.

The harangue lasts until his sister grabs his sleeve. Two newcomers are walking towards us from the village at a brisk pace. I immediately recognize one of them to be the shy captive I freed from the Valiant’s camps.

Not so shy anymore. At the sight of me she frowns before turning to the assembly. Her speech is short and to the point. The woman envoy asks her a few questions which she answers curtly. A wind of fear and surprise washes over the crowd with a single exception: the white man is apparently unimpressed and grows increasingly angrier. He is probably incredulous.

The male leader starts asking something, but the short woman cuts him off with an obvious rebuke and leaves without looking back. Her companion, an older lady, struggles to catch up.

I suppose my identity has been verified. The Muscogee group is filled with whispers and comments which I suppose is good, however the white man in native clothes is moving forward and is about to be annoying.

I look at Loth and he instantly grabs Bingle’s and the old man’s attention. My Dvergur friend is a rare treasure, to understand me so readily.

The nuisance and I lock eyes. I focus on him.

Hypnotizing people has always been difficult. Besides feeding, attempting to influence someone is always a hit or miss. This time, however, I can feel a tug. While not exactly subtle, I manage to push what I want to convey through the temporary bindings that connect us.

Stop.

Look.

Feel.

Understand.

COWER.

The world fades around me as the man freezes in place. I watch as his confused frown turns to bleak realization then to stark terror. He takes an involuntary step back.

The connection frays and I break eye contact just as the rest of his group reaches a consensus. They do not address the European group. Instead, the shrewd woman and Nashoba exchange a few words before she starts back towards the village.

The entire Muscogee delegation soon follows, including a bewildered stranger. Nashoba considers their retreating back then turns to me with a smile. His voice is business-like.

“I will need your help for a hunt, one week from now. In return, your people may go through unhindered. Those that remained will not be harassed. Do I need to convince you to join?”

“What is it that you want?”

“The world will not die in one day, nor will it be redeemed in one. I plant seeds that save and uproot others that destroy.”

“I hardly qualify as savior.”

“The Fallen Prince and the others behind you show otherwise.”

“This was not entirely my decision.”

The shaman smiles sadly.

“It never is. Will you help me? Must I beg?”

“Yes, yes, I will. In one week. Where?”

“I will send you a dream.”

Well, is that not convenient? Nashoba limps away, immediately followed by the rest of his small group. In short order, we are alone.

“Miss Delaney? What just happened?”

Ah I forgot about Bingle and the old man. How am I going to explain this?
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One hour later, I stand in front of Sinead and Loth on the village’s outskirts.

I could tell that Bingle was doubtful about the shaman being a fellow archeologist, but our exchange in a "dead" language as well as the credit I garnered with him allowed the lie to pass. He even offered to accompany me on my next “archeological expedition”, which is how I sold the whole thing.

Only the assurance that it would be night-long pottery inspections changed his mind. I am touched, but I would rather clean Melusine’s feet than attempt to hunt Nashoba’s next target without the full extent of my power.

One brush with death per year is enough, please and thank you.

“Still nothing?”

“Well he does smell enticing, even from far away but I feel quite fine.”

“How long does it usually take to manifest?”

“Under a minute.”

“I see.”

Something is notable by its absence, something I have learned to live with for the past year.

The Thirst.

I feel fine.

It is still here, just somewhat sated. As if I had a light feeding.

“Can ye tell me how many people there are around us?”

I close my eyes and focus on heartbeats, the sound of footsteps and movements.

“Seventeen people in our camp. There are three sentries keeping an eye on us from behind that drying rack.”

I do not add that there is a couple in the middle of a furious coit in the nearest wagon. Hearing this made me feel uncomfortable, as if I were spying.

“Yes that’s twenty in total, good guess. Now look at the pyramid and tell me what ye see.”

I turn to the shape half a mile away.

“There is a stone door leading inside. It’s guarded.”

Loth’s eyes widen in surprise.

“Well I’ll be. Can ye try to move quickly?”

I do so and finish the movement behind him. As I touch his shoulder, he jumps with a short yelp.

“Hooooly cow Ari, don’t ye frighten me like that girl,” he says, breathless “my old heart cannot take it, ye know? “

“It felt faster than even yesterday.”

“Aye, I know what’s happening. It’s incredible! Ari, ye’re on the path to becoming a Courtier.”

“What? What do you mean a Courtier? I thought I was still a fledgling for another year!”

“Well…” Loth says, eyeing Sinead with suspicion.

“I assure you” retorts the offended party, “I have no interest in sharing information with your enemies. They are mine as well, if you recall.”

We do not say anything, because we know his comment is worthless.

“Very well, I swear an oath to secrecy.”

“Right. Ari, your Devourer bloodline must be hastening yer growth. How many powerful creatures have ye drained since ye awoke?”

I think for a while. Sinead gasps in horror.

“How many creatures have you killed, Nightwalker?”

“Well, I fully drained two mages, three werewolves including two with Loth’s help and one vampire. I got blood offered in good will by one mage, one blessed human, that would be Bingle, one powerful vampire Courtier and one centuries-old Dvergur. ”

“Yeah that would do it.”

“By the grove! In one year?”

“I have been busy. In any case, you are telling me that one year was enough? I assumed that it was fixed, like pregnancy.”

“It is not. Constantine said he saw it happen in only one year and a half. You are probably setting some sort of record, though you would need to compare yourself to others of your kind if you want a benchmark. And yes, I am aware that this is impossible. I suspect that it is as fast as it can get while retaining one’s sanity. Your Master’s other creations grew significantly faster, but they were hand-fed, so to speak.”

“You are a scion of the Devourer?”

I expected fear in Sinead, instead he is contemplative.

“Yes. And?”

“Your Master has a bit of a reputation in Europe. It is said that every century or so, a faction tries to take him out for one reason or another.”

“Foolish.”

“That is what is said, yes. They also say that he is always true to his word, both in letter and in spirit.”

“Are you sure? He made me to pressure someone he was negotiating with.”

“I never said he was kind, only that when the bargain is struck, he will stick to it. I choose to believe that his blood runs true.”

“Hssss.”

“Regardless of your opinion of him, you are of his bloodline.”

I find no trace of contempt on Sinead’s expression. This was not an insult, merely an observation that he deems important. It is true that from his perspective, all vampires must be equally threatening. If someone is ripping your throat open, why care if they have four or eight fangs?

“Fair enough, I suppose. Now, does somebody know what is happening?”

“I can tell you, since it is part of our agreement. Your host can attend as well.”

Sinead clears his throat and proceeds with the lecture.

“During my seven years of captivity, I managed to gather quite a few tidbits of information from my jailors, be they humans or vampires. The conditions of drone and fledgling, you already know. The title of Courtier is more informal in the sense that it is traditionally bestowed by one’s clan. There are several aspects of a vampire’s powers one must master before they obtain this recognition, Those specific elements vary from clan to clan and reflect the organization’s mindset and priorities. For example, the Hastings Clan require the completion of a complex project, while the Rolands base it on ability in one’s chosen field.

“I am not familiar with what your Sire would ask of you to acknowledge you, and I doubt it would matter.

“Concretely a Courtier is an adult vampire. The majority of vampires are at this stage, as it takes around a century to reach the next threshold in your development. The only real constant is that contrary to fledglings, Courtiers can go two days or more between feedings and stay awake for the whole night.

“Aspiring Courtiers typically start by improving their powers: charm, senses and movement. Those are what separates Vampires from the rest of the mortals, besides your many weaknesses.”

“Could you elaborate?”

“Yes,“ replies Sinead scathingly, “I was leading to it. You already experienced them. Charm alters the mortals’ perception; senses is exactly what it says, and movements is what allows your kind supernatural displays of strength and speed.”

“I can already do all of that.”

“Not to the best of your abilities, I believe. For example, the pyramid’s door you inspected earlier has a small statue at the top.”

Surprised, I check the earthen mound again and yes, there is something on the white stone door. I try to focus on it, instead, my vision turns blurry and my head starts to hurt.

“It will come with time and practice, like most things. In any case, you have your work cut out for you. Now, let us continue.”

Sinead carries on his lesson for a good two hours before my brain finally cries for mercy. My precious notebook finds itself filled with valuable information on various clans, major figures and ideologies. Little of that is of use to me now besides two critical pieces of information.

The first is that there are three main political alliances in the community that covers Europe, the Middle-East, and North Africa. Their members shift to a degree, but not by much.

Eneru is the group of hidden kingdoms, entire cities subverted to an openly vampiric ruling class. They have groups everywhere but mostly in the east and south of the region.

The Masks are partisans of secret dominion. They have a strong artistic and hedonistic side and a pull on several governments. They are mostly present in the United Kingdom, France, and Italy.

The Followers of the Path are a diverse bunch dedicated to causes outside of the more political spheres of influence, such as scientific and magical research.

It appears that the community in Louisiana represents all three, which is rather surprising considering that they are currently at war. This is the second piece of news and it surprises me a lot. I expected vampire conflicts to be short, violent and usually one-sided.

Instead, much time is spent on preparation for decisive strikes, plots within plots are revealed or unraveled every day and allegiances shift according to inscrutable arrangements.

It even appears that they try to avoid fatalities whenever possible. I recognize that when I killed Charlotte, it put me at odds with our usual rules of engagement.

Ah whatever, Melusine is next. That tramp.

“This concludes my presentation on European Vampire politics. I realize that human minds are fragile, feeble things and I see no objection to continuing tomorrow.”

“Yes, that would be for the best.” I answer with fraying patience. “I need a break anyway.”

I return to the encampment to find Dalton almost falling asleep on his feet.

“Mistress?”

“How are you feeling, besides exhaustion of course.”

“My ribs hurt and the road is not helping. I will be fine though. Say, be careful about Sinead.”

“Ah?”

Dalton rubs his eyes and stares in the distance.

“Heard of his kind, I did, from my grandmother. I was born further North and my folks are from Ireland. She spoke of one like him, with big eyes, pointy ears and shiny hair that looks too colorful to be from this world.”

Besides the hair it sounds like the Likaean indeed. Perhaps it will grow back?

“She called them the Fae. She said they like to play around and that not everyone survives their games. They are cruel and callous. Their amusement is all that matters to them. Our lives are worthless because they are so ephemeral, she said. Be careful. Sinead may be a victim, but he is no less dangerous.”

I pause, contemplating. Do I care? I don’t want to get close to the man anyway.

“Thank you Dalton. Our bargain was already struck, however I shall remember his contempt for mankind. You should sleep. You look exhausted.”

No sooner have I said those words that the young man falls on his cot. He is out in seconds.

I reach our tent and find Loth writing in his own notebook. He closes it when I approach.

“Yes?”

“I was wondering what we were going to do now that our objective is complete?”

“We are going to the limit of settled lands, a place called Fort Barrington. We should arrive tomorrow. We’ll report our findings to the authorities and split up with Bingle and the settlers there. Then we head home and prepare for your hunt. Ah but it is good to head home from a raid, ya know? Though I would have preferred more loot.”

“What about the Likaean?”

“He will accompany us. By the time you return, he will be gone. I’ll put him on a ship to South America.”

“Good. Well, that is all. I’m going for a walk.”

“Enjoy.” He answers with a predatory smile.

I step outside and away from the others. When I have reached the edge of the valley, I start to run.

Finally alone.

It feels good to let go, to run around with no immediate need to hunt, no need to patrol or come back. Just me and the land. I enjoy the wind on my face, the earth and roots under my feet, and the sounds of the night, alive around me.

I move in bursts of speed just because I can. Sometimes, my dress gets snagged or I stumble but it does not ruin my fun. The dress I wear is sturdy and so is the body it covers. For a good hour, I trot and sprint across the land with no direction.

I am alive.

My Master took my life and future from me and I turned this curse into a new beginning. I survived and endured and reclaimed. Now, I can choose and carve my own path. It will be difficult but for now, I can let go.

“Hahahahaha!”

I run and run and run. I only return an hour before dawn, mind clear and hair riddled with broken twigs. I look wild, and I care not.


Chapter 28: Like Herding Cats

“What is this place?” I ask as I exit the sarcophagus.

“We are inside the Tillerson plantation house, Mistress. The largest and most expensive manor in a hundred-mile radius! The furniture was made by a famous Philadelphia artisan and it has no less than forty windows. Please note the wonderful Corinthian column on the front porch, so lovely.” Dalton says, deadpan.

I am grateful that vampires rise fully awake.

“The Tillersons are very proud of the place, aren’t they?”

“Yes, Mistress. They explained everything in great detail. Took one bloody hour.”

“And I assume that we reached Fort Barrington safely during the day?”

“Yes Mistress.”

“And we have become their guests because…?”

“Why Mistress, how could Cornelius Tillerson let a good act such as this rescue remain unpunished? Of course, he must show the hero of the moment, Sir Cecil Rutherford Bingle, to all of his posh friends! We are invited to the ball.”

“Loth has been unable to leave?”

“Unable and unwilling. We only arrived two hours ago, so leaving would have been unreasonable. Not to mention, suspicious.”

“What does suspicion have to do with anything?”

“We do not all have Sir Bingle’s winning charisma, Mistress. See, the brave man credited us for many things. Except, I’m not exactly hero material and Loth is a bit odd, and so the more distrustful members of the town have regarded our tale as a bit too outlandish. Finally, a few widows and spinsters have also been sweet on him. Never good to steal the women the first day in a new place, I can tell you. Was hoping you could use your legendary persuasion to smooth things out.”

And by "smoothing things out" he does not mean killing everyone here, this time.

“Very well, but I want to clean up first.”

“I’ll have the servants bring water.”

The bedroom I am in is small but well furnished. It is too impersonal to be cozy, but I can appreciate the effort. As I finish picking leaves and twigs from my hair a harried-looking black woman drags a pot of tepid water inside before leaving without a word. I have helped organize enough receptions to know that improvising one is a tiring and thankless ordeal.

The Thirst takes me as I finish putting on Nashoba’s earrings and a mother of pearl necklace. The royal blue dress I wear is too practical to be elegant, unfortunately. At least, it is well cut and should serve adequately.

I exit the bedroom and find myself in a corridor of respectable size. I admit to being impressed. The Tillerson mansion is large indeed, and expensively decorated. I would think that more money than sense had been thrown at our surroundings. As the guest, however, I am also grateful for the care and will refrain from commenting.

Dalton has been waiting for me faithfully. I notice that he is much more polished than his usual self. He is clean-shaven and his hair is combed back and even waxed.

He has become darkly charismatic, the kind of man fathers are afraid of when their daughters come of age. A well-cut suit helped him transition from outlaw to prodigal son.

Good. This image is more respectable than the last and should help him in serving me.

“Offer me your arm.”

“Mistress? Are you Thirsty?”

“No! Well, yes, but that is not what I meant. Offer me your arm so that we may walk together.”

“Ah. Of course.”

I grab him and we move towards a set of stairs. I can hear quite a few people making merry below, as well as the scent of alcohol, vitality and sweat. And sex.

I stop Dalton with a gesture and knock on a nearby door.

“Excuse me! Hello?”

It is soon opened by a mortified man in the uniform of a butler. One of his hands is behind his back to hide the proof of his crime: a half-empty bottle of fine scotch.

“Hrm. May I help you, miss?”

When our eyes meet, I hit him with the full power of my hypnosis. With one small push, he tumbles back inside.

To my dismay, his bow tie is in the way so I must feed on his arm. Well, nevermind.

When I am finished, I return to Dalton and leave my donor in the haze he was so desperately seeking. It seems that it is impossible to find good help anywhere nowadays. Oh well, that is feeding taken care of for tonight I suppose.

“Where is Sinead anyway?”

“Oh, he mentioned something about filthy humans stinking up the air and left for the forest. If we’re lucky a wolf will eat him.”

“Not before I get my due, I hope!”

“It is more likely that some naïve daughter will make a strange acquaintance and give birth to a child with strange hair nine months from now.”

That sounded personal. I am starting to think that someone in his family may have rolled in the hay with the wrong species. I shall leave those thoughts for some other time as we approach our destination.

The ballroom is at the back of the property and it seems the party is already in full swing. Groups of revelers have spilled over the main hall and the garden beyond through open French windows.

I notice the conservative yet expensive garb of wealthy landowners in light colors, but also more than a few army uniforms in dark blue. Quite close to my dress in fact. I wonder if Loth did it on purpose? It would not surprise me, coming from the crafty old bugger.

We are stopped at the entrance by a man in a butler outfit who is as puffed up as a singing bird. The self-importance radiating from his scowling features is remarkable.

He considers Dalton with obvious distrust. I, however, seem to pass some kind of test. The condition of one’s skin in the south is an easy way to determine their position in society. Anyone with a white and healthy skin is hidden during the day and sleeps at night. Thus, they must be rich.

The dress and understated jewelry as well as my posture only reinforce this image. In half a second, the gatekeeper has deemed me worthy.

“Who should I announce, miss?”

“Ariane Delaney.”

“Oh! You are…Hm. Forgive me.”

The man is flustered by his breach of decorum. Well, I cannot blame him as I can already hear Loth’s roaring laughter.

“Miss Ariane Delaney!” the man announces to the crowd, to the general indiff…

Why is everyone looking at me?

“Miss Delaney, over here!” says Bingle in the center of the room.

I bypass several groups of people, smiling and nodding to any guest meeting my eyes. Dalton follows me in like a shadow before merging into the crowd, unnoticed.

Soon, I arrive before a group of people who I assume are the instigators of tonight’s unexpected celebration. I notice in passing that Rose is absent from Bingle's arm. I hope she is not being snubbed.

“Miss Delaney, it is so good to see you! Here, let me present to you our most excellent and generous host: Cornelius Tillerson,”

He indicates a jolly fellow with a large grey beard and mustache. His well-cut suit struggles to contain a gut, and his nose is already quite red. His glass is empty, not the first one tonight I’d wager. The master of the house is a man who indulges it seems.

“Lydia Tillerson.”

His wife is much younger than him. She is also gorgeous and elegant. With her slightly graying hair, she is the very image of a mature beauty. Loth would be pleased.

She smells of sex. This is rather interesting because her husband does not.

“And their daughter Cecily!”

The last member of the assembly has unfortunately inherited her father’s traits, although I have seen worse. What she lacks in beauty, she makes up for in self-confidence, and her calculating eyes hint at a keen intelligence.

Since the introductions are done, I curtsy only for Cornelius to shove his hand in my face.

I give him my own fully expecting a proper kiss, instead the man pumps it like he expects me to spit crude oil.

“The heroine of the hour! Bingle here mentioned your courage! A true testament to American women you are, not like those pale flowers the Brits seem to like, hah!”

“Haha. Surely Mr. Bingle is exaggerating. He and my uncle did most of the work.”

“He also said you were modest.” He replies with a sly smile.

“Corny dear, stop hogging the poor woman, you will scare her!”

“Is it true that you deceived a room full of guards and clobbered one of them?”

Why does he make it sound so uncouth?

“Well, there were two of them. The other was guarding Dalton.”

“Hah! HAHAHAHA! by God Bingle, you missed one! Ah, thank you my girl, I have not laughed that hard in a long time. Now. Why don’t you and Cecily enjoy yourselves with the young people while we crusty old folks reminisce about the past! My friends would never forgive me if I do not give their sons a chance to court you. Now go! Enjoy and be merry, and come back to us when you have made the rounds!”

The young woman immediately locks arms with me while Cornelius and Bingle resume their previous discussions under the lady of the house’s tolerant gaze. Cecily drags me from group to group and introduces me to more people than I care to remember. I answer a barrage of repetitive questions with all the charm and patience I can muster.

Am I engaged? No but I have prospects. Is it true I manipulated a group of men and used violence on one of them in order to save my uncle and the adventurer? It certainly is. Someone heard that I shot a pistol in someone’s face at point blank range.

That last rumor, which I deny in vain, makes me popular among the soldiers and younger people, not so with the more conservative fringe of the room. For some reason, I have a particularly warm reception from the women. I am willing to bet that quite a few of them would find swinging a club at their rivals to be a therapeutic experience.

I am leaving a group of scowling spinsters when I catch a warning sign from the corner of my eyes. Dalton is frantically gesturing in several directions.

Ah, it seems that I am being corralled. A few men in uniform are making their way across the room. I immediately spot the leader by virtue of his cloth being the shiniest, turn around and stop.

“What is it?” Cecily asks.

“Someone could not wait their turn.”

To her credit, my companion does not inquire more. Instead, she moves closer to me to offer a united front.

In moments, a tall officer with a clean-shaven face and piercing brown eyes appears from the edge of a herd of guests. He is wearing a powdered white wig despite the sweltering heat. Whether it is by vanity or love for decorum, I cannot tell. His eyes fall on me with a frown.

Yes, I was expecting you. What I was not expecting is for you to smell of sex and of Lydia Tillerson. This is an abuse of his position as guest. It makes me want to kill him.

“Miss Delaney?”

“Yes?”

“Would you please—”

“And who might you be?”

The man’s face ticks in anger at being interrupted.

This is a trick I learned from Papa. People in a position of power are not used to opposition. If they are thwarted, their first reaction will almost always be to threaten.

“I am Captain Lannes of the United States army, and you would do well to follow me.”

“Is there an issue, Jonas?” my neighbor asks.

You just lost the home advantage Jonas, let us see if I can take it for myself.

“I have some questions for your guest, nothing serious I assure you,” the officer says with a strained smile.

“Then surely you can ask them here.” I suggest loudly. A few people are starting to turn to us, sensing the tension in our respective postures.

I could have been surprised that Cecily supports me instead of someone she lives with. I am not. My stay with the Lancasters taught me that people are always eager to employ newcomers as tools in an ongoing conflict. The rigid officer is not on his first offense, it seems, and Cecily is not someone I would offend lightly.

Now to see if he stays or retreats.

“I was very impressed by your uncle’s tale, Miss Delaney. There is no need for hostility. I merely wanted to clarify a few points. As a member of law enforcement in those savage lands, it is my duty to shed light on your extraordinary adventure.”

Cute save, mortal.

“I notice that you still haven’t asked a question.”

“Your aggression does you a disservice Miss Delaney, it almost looks suspicious.”

“I confess, I am guilty of running out of patience. Ask your questions and be gone Jonas, we still have many guests to greet. “

Poor Jonas. You cannot touch me and we both know it.

“Very well. What’s your relationship with the group of outlaws known as the Valiant Companions?”

“There isn’t one.”

“Really?” He smirks. “Then can you explain why you came here arm in arm with one of its members?”

“And who would that be?” I answer immediately. The immediate riposte catches him off-guard. If he expected guilt and fear, I am going to disappoint him.

“Do not play coy. I am referring to Mr. Dalton.”

“Is he currently considered a member of the Valiant Companions?”

“Yes?”

“Curious, I would expect him to be in chains then, since he is an outlaw. No?”

Silence.

I am aware that I am playing a dangerous game. The best strategy would be to avoid the conflict. That would mean that they attempt to corner me for the rest of the evening however, and I am not letting that happen.

“Mr. Dalton’s pardon does not absolve him of his crimes before the Lord.”

“I suppose that is between them then, was there anything else?”

“Yes, in fact, there is. I find it hard to believe that a woman with an interest in ancient writings could manipulate a room full of guards and neutralize one with a single hit.”

“You are mistaken in your assumption sir. I have plenty of experience in making men do what I want.”

This gets me a few chuckles from the growing circle of people following the exchange. Wit will triumph over honesty here.

“As for neutralizing a guard, I come from a long line of hunters. The nape of the neck has ever been a vulnerable area.”

“Indeed. What an interesting pair you two are.”

The officer asks a flurry of questions about Loth, myself, our relationship and so on. I am not sure what he expected. I created Ariane Delaney over six months ago. I know this persona as well as an experienced actor knows their favorite character.

After half a dozen questions the man relents and leaves with a polite farewell. I watch his back recede into the crowd and the spectators of our altercation return to their groups. We are departing this place tomorrow so we should be fine.

“Are you alright Ariane?”

I sigh deeply.

“I apologize for this display of hostility. I did not mean to ruin the mood of the party, but I could not just stand there and suffer those shameless accusations.”

“Please, my friend, it is I who should be apologizing. Captain Lannes’ misplaced zeal has brought us no end of problems. He is as rigid as he is obtuse in his management of every issue to everyone's dismay. He cares not about spreading strife and misery so long as his precious law is upheld.”

“Fiat Justitia, Ruat Caelum?”

“Precisely. Justice should serve the common good in my opinion. If we could redeem as we punish, the world would be better for it. His way leaves us with no teeth and no eyes.”

We continue our rounds though I see that Cecily’s mood has plummeted after our talk. Her dislike runs deep.

We have just left my drunk “uncle” with a trio of mature ladies when Dalton crosses our path.

“I am sorry to interrupt Mistress. Rose needs your help.”

“She does? Cecily, I must beg your pardon.”

“Oh, do not mind me Ariane, I have been a poor host for the past hour. Some fresh air will do me good. Take care and do enjoy the party!”

“Thank you, Cecily, we should meet again later.”

Dalton leads me through a servant access to a kitchen filled with rushing staff and a side corridor. Nobody questions our passage.

“Are you acquainted with the staff?”

“Yes, before you came, I assisted them with the party preparations.”

“Well done, Vassal.”

Dalton shivers.

“Thank you, Mistress. It’s over there.”

I follow Dalton into a room that looks suspiciously like my own. We are still on the first floor, which means that this is the guest wing. I am surprised to see Rose is accompanied by a timid young woman in a grey dress, currently sitting on a large armchair. As I enter, Rose pats her companion's hand in an awkward attempt at comfort.

She is concerned and the girl, terrified. I can see it and smell it. Curious.

“What is this about?”

“Rose…” says the newcomer, " I thank you, however I must beg—"

“Yes, yes, I will do as you asked, though I do not approve. Ariane, I leave the young miss in your capable hands and shall return to the ballroom. Do let me know how things pan out, please.”

Rose departs the room and closes the door behind her. I do not say anything, for her perfume leaves me no doubt. That girl is also a Vassal.

After six months of isolation, I have been found.

Before I can decide what to do the young woman stands up, gathers her courage and kneels with her throat exposed in the traditional supplicant gesture. How could I miss the two thin scars on her jugular? And why is she asking for me?

Can Vassals become someone else’s supplicant? Is this adultery?

Vassals are special, they are not cattle or prey but trusted seconds and aides. I feel towards her the barest hint of what I felt towards Baudouin: an unwillingness to harm, as if touching her were taboo.

I now understand one of the most vital facets of their personalities: Vassals are willing.

Dalton chose me of his own volition, fully knowing who, and what, I am, and this woman is the same. She seeks my help because I am a vampire, and to her vampires can be trusted.

It is decided, I shall assist her if I can guarantee my safety. Good Vassals are precious things and protecting one for a fellow denizen of the night is a matter of, let us say professional courtesy.

Although nothing compels me to do so, I shall assist if only for the goodwill it shall get me.

Yes, I can feel it in my soul. I am no longer in danger. A supplicant is harmless to me, for they seek my power and in exchange, I will always be able to ask enough to protect myself.

“Speak.”

“My name is Inez. I came here as an envoy for my Master to attend to some business matters. Unfortunately, I was followed here by my previous husband.”

Fear, no, stark terror mars her face. Now that I look further, I notice that she has a scar on her right brow and the telltale sign of badly fused bones. She also bears faded marks or her left cheekbone and her lip. I do not need to see her body to know that she has suffered some terrible abuse.

“I take it that you did not part amicably?”

Inez lets out a strangled laugh that quickly turns into a sob. Annoying.

WEAK VASSAL. WOUNDED.

Well, I can protect and calm her down, I even know how to do it.

I approach the woman and place my hand on the top of her head. I caress her skin with the lightest touch and let my claws part the strands of hair. Slowly, she regains some measure of inner peace.

“Thank you, Mistress. I…he, he is here for me. With his brothers and servants. I saw him. I left to hide but he will find me. He will never let me go!”

“Shhh. Your master is protecting you, I presume?”

“Yes. Rodrigo was warned and even punished, but he never takes no for an answer and never will. Oh, when my Master hears of this! Ah, it matters little. My nemesis is here now. I will not survive to see revenge, for his twisted sense of honor calls for my death! If I am not his then no one else can have me, he said.”

“Focus, Inez.” I add quickly. “And ask your favor.”

“Mistress, I cannot ask for mortal protection. Most judges believe that marriage is until death and many would return me to my husband to be disciplined! Please protect me!”

As expected.

“If I guarantee your safety for tonight, what will you give?”

“Not blood, I cannot…I have nothing…. A favor, Mistress? Please, I beg you. Lord Suarez always pays his debts.”

I have never heard from this man, which means he is probably one of the Charleston vampires. I am in a unique situation to create a bond I may use in the future, at the low price of defending this mortal. This is most likely a boon.

“A favor and secrecy from you and your Master. I do not want my presence here to be known.”

“Yes, I can promise this. If you save me your secret will be safe with us! Lord Suarez will agree, I would bet my life on it.”

“Agreed. Now hide behind the bed, quickly. You too, Dalton. Now.”

They obey with commendable swiftness like proper Vassals. I sigh as I unbutton the top of my dress and slide it off my shoulder. Whatever happened to relaxing evenings? Is this a continuation of the Bingle effect?

Is the man contagious?

Footsteps close in on us, the same footsteps I have heard noisily checking rooms for the past minute. My door is banged open by a tall and virile man dressed in black. I take in warm brown eyes, a mustache, and an anchor beard before I turn away, with fabric hiding my bare breast.

“Oh no! Lo Siento!”

A little bit late for apologies mister.

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEK!!!!!”

The intruder slams the door closed and takes off, leaving his prize and his dignity behind. Let us make sure he does not return.

“PERVERT! HELP! HEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEELP!”

I hear swearing in the distance. I rush to the window and see a form disappear in the tree line at a corner of the manicured garden.

I finish buttoning my dress as the Vassals emerge from their hiding spot. Dalton looks quite proud.

“I think we will not see him again tonight, Mistress.”

“And you would be mistaken, my dear Dalton. People like him do not give up.”

We drag Inez to the bedroom opposite ours, mercifully empty, and order her to lock herself in until she hears from us. The butler who introduced me is walking towards us with thunder on his brow by the time we are finished.

“Was it you who screamed like that? What happened?”

“A stranger entered the bedroom I was using to readjust my dress! This is scandalous!!!”

I describe the intruder with pleasurable anticipation. I could, of course, follow the man and incapacitate or even slaughter him. There would be a risk, even should the bodies disappear.

There is no need for this, however, I do not even have to dirty my hands. There will always be opportunities for violence and good hunts. Now is the time for an elegant solution.

“Are you saying that there is an intruder? Here? In the house of the Tillersons?!” answers the butler with outrage.

“I looked out the window and saw a shadow approaching the wall sir. I am so scared! Are we not safe even here, in this beacon of civilization?”

If the man inflates his chest any more, he will surely explode.

“This shall not stand. Rodgers, to me, let us see what this is all about.”

“I beg you sir, be careful!”

We go back the way we came. Before reaching the kitchen, we turn to a side door that is apparently used for deliveries and cross it. While I and a few servants wait on the sideline, the butler, a strong old man, and Dalton walk stealthily into the treeline.

Less than a minute after. We see them rushing back.

The butler reaches us, looking a bit lost. My ever-useful Vassal takes the lead.

“There is a full carriage Mistress Ariane, with quite a few horses. I counted four men and there are probably more around the property. They have clubs and sticks.”

“We are beset by bandits! I must warn Mr. Tillerson.”

“No, they are not bandits. They only sent one man to look around and they have weapons to beat, not kill. They are looking for someone.” I add.

The butler looks at me with no small amount of confusion. Before my expertise in illegal activities is looked into, I lead the conversation towards more interesting grounds.

“It is time to call for reinforcement sir. I suggest we ask the soldiers for assistance.” I say as I turn to leave. Dalton immediately follows and the poor man is carried by the wave of the small group of servants we have gathered. People are starting to whisper excitedly.

We turn a corner of the mansion and reach its back. As expected, the party has spilled over and a large group of inebriated soldiers and male landowners is currently watching a weasely corporal in an ill-fitting uniform juggle an impressive number of knives.

“Hrm, gentlemen, please!”

Over twenty people grant me their attention.

“I am terribly sorry to impose upon your evening, however circumstances dictate that we beg for your help.” I add meekly. I then turn to the butler at my side.

“Hrm, yes! Gentlemen, my name is Jonathan and I am the butler for this estate. We have spotted a group of ill-meaning…”

I watch him recount his discovery and the inebriated minds of the group turns to violence with commendable speed. I am moving towards my goal and I have yet to use any of my vampire powers. This is fun and flattering! As soon as the butler is done, I decide to stir the crowd in the right direction.

“Please, will you brave soldiers defend us? Who knows what those rogues are after!? They could be here to abduct women!”

“A threat!? A challenge!? Now that’s my kind of party!” yells a red-hair lieutenant with a waxed handlebar mustache. “Wilkins, take your men to the back entrance and circle around. Jackson you and your lads do the same from the delivery road. The rest, with me. When we start the scrap, jump them.”

“Yessir!”

The drunkest group moves straight forward with surprising stealth. I follow at a good distance while Dalton, the butler, and quite a few civilians join their improvised squad.

A moment later the line of men disappears into the trees except for the weasely man who climbs one of them. A minute passes and my hearing picks up hard breathing and rustling until the lieutenant’s voice breaks the relative silence

“WHY GOOD EVENING LADS!”

Immediately after, the sound of war cries, charge, counter charge, and a merciless melee starts and dies within the span of twenty heartbeats. It is not long before a procession returns to us from the garden gate. The soldiers line up with a few trussed-up captives between them and I take the time to congratulate them and listen to their boasts one by one.

WELL DONE PUPPETS. I AM PLEASED.

Yes, quite pleased. This was done without anyone seriously hurt. Poor Jonathan has the beginning of what is going to be a spectacular bruise, yet it does not seem to diminish his pride in the slightest. Well done my minions, well done indeed.

“You are making a mistake! We are here on a mission of honor to reclaim a liar and a whore! She will not escape her fate!” says Inez’s ex-husband.

“So you are after the women!” I retort before he can take back any control of the situation. The accusation is met with the righteous roar of the assembly. Yes, how dare they sneak about to steal your women.

“Don’t worry, "friend", you’ll tell us everything we want to know real soon. Come on lads, to the barracks!”

With a victory cry, the soldiers leave while the happy civilians toast their resounding victory and battle prowess. Soon, the enemy troops numbered in the dozens, were all the size of Goliath and carried enough swords to equip a regiment of hussars. Ah, what beautiful tales we get when pride and liquor intersect.

I cross my arms, satisfied. And that, as they say, is that.


Chapter 29: Like Herding Cats Part 2

I am walking back to the manor when Rose storms out in a panic. She immediately spots me and rushes to my side. From the red in her cheeks, I can tell that she has been running for a while.

She still stinks of tainted blood.

Gah, what is it with tonight? Can I not enjoy this party in peace? Is it too much to ask that the world polices itself for one evening?

“Miss Ari, your uncle asks for you, he has been challenged to a shooting competition and turned it into a three-on-three public match. Everyone is waiting!”

Seriously?

Seriously!

I raise my eyes to the Silent Watcher and think 'can you believe this?' I get a vague feeling that it is not impressed.

Fair enough.

“Dalton, take Inez and make sure she stays safe. There could be more of them.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And Dalton? Be careful my Vassal.”

“I will be.”

He leaves without a word. I am lucky to have him around. How did I manage society without his helpful presence?

Ah, yes, I have been living like a recluse for six months. I was not managing anything.

I stride towards the front of the house and notice in passing that the ballroom is empty. This explains the lack of reaction we got when the soldiers returned victorious. The other revelers did not hear us.

The garden in front of the manor is a meticulously kept lawn. The party-goers have gathered in a semi-circle around two targets. My ‘uncle’ and his three giggling girlfriends are forward and to the left while Captain Lannes and his three stooges mirror him on the right.

In the middle of it stands Cecily, currently playing the violin. In the distance, someone set up two target practice dummies. They are at least thirty paces away from the crowd and surrounded by lit torches.

I cannot believe my own eyes. They are serious about this.

Loth notices me and has the audacity of winking. I roll my eyes and join him on the lawn, feeling the heavy weight of the crowd's attention weighing on my back.

I turn around. The center of the semicircle is occupied by our hosts and Bingle, the guest of honor. He seems a bit upset though. When our eyes meet, I am graced with the most awkward and exaggerated nod I have ever received.

Cecily finishes her piece, a respectable performance, and joins her parents. Loth untangles himself from his improvised harem and struts forward. His booming voice soon fills the clearing.

"Ladies and Gentlemen, fine people of Fort Barrington, good evening! My name is Loth Delaney and I have the honor of being yer guest tonight, as well as yer entertainer for a very specific event. And what an event it will be! Indeed, ladies and gentlemen, my martial abilities, my very skills as a marksman have been questioned! Can any southern gentleman let this challenge stay unanswered?”

Quite a few voices raise in protest.

“Nay! And what better way to dispel such a notion than a good and proper demonstration, I ask? There is none! For deeds speak louder than words! As the provoked party, I took the initiative to select a format that will, I hope, garner your approval! Three of us will take the field, for three opponents of captain Lannes' choosing."

That rotten twat, of course.

"As my champion, as my second, I humbly beg the assistance of Sir Bingle, the hero of the hour!"

"And you shall have it!" replies the adventurer with a resounding voice that matches Loth's tempestuous baritone. The crowd roars its approval at the theatrical display. It is just the start.

"Thank ye sir, and for my second champion, I ask the only other person of my blood present. My niece, Ariane!"

It is rude for a proper lady to raise her voice and so I merely curtsy. The announcement is welcomed with equal part excitement and disapproval, or is it merely surprise?

"As for the rules, we shall take turns shooting at the targets before us. Each person gets one shot. Shots to the head are worth ten points, the body seven and the limbs four. The team that after three shots has the most points, wins! Now, let us begin, and may fortune favor the bold!"

Applause fills the air as Lydia Tillerson steps forward with two engraved muskets. I pick one and a sneering officer with black hair picks the other.

Well, aren’t we confident?

The crowd is still cheering, partly due to Loth’s eloquence but more, I suspect, because of alcohol. I do so hate when my friend is bored.

A solid looking soldier with greying sideburns goes first. He loads the musket with practiced ease, patiently lines up the shot and fires on his target. The roar of the weapon is accompanied by womanly yells of dismay. Yes. Firearms are loud.

Lady Tillerson steps forward and verifies that indeed, it is a square hit to the chest.

The assembly erupts in polite congratulations and I spot Cecily inscribing a big seven on a piece of blackboard brought for the occasion. The man is a cautious soldier and with the distance, it is not so easy to guarantee a headshot. For humans, that is. I judge his decision as prudent with the limited knowledge he has access to. If he knew we were all crack shots, he would have perhaps taken a risk.

Bingle steps forward but Loth will not have it. He jumps to his feet and bellows:

“As the eldest, I claim the first shot!”

The facetious Dvergur then winks to me and stumbles as he takes the musket from my hands. He makes a show of loading the weapon and even has the paper cartridge brought to him by a blushing beauty.

Loth aligns the sight, takes the time to give me a radiant smile then pulls the trigger. I roll my eyes just as our target’s head bounces back.

Dead silence spreads over the clearing. Unfazed, the lady of the house inspects and announces: “Headshot!”

The front of the house resounds with yells and cheers. On the soldiers' side, Lannes' eyebrows creep up in astonishment. A smug ten appears on our board, outlined twice by a vengeful Cecily. The advantage is with us.

It is the captain’s turn. He loads his musket with slow and deliberate movements. Several seconds pass as he aims. The tension is palpable.

A loud bang heralds their own target’s head reeling back. The screams of excitement eclipse even the sound of the discharge. What started as a bet has turned into a memorable show. Let us see if I can make it unforgettable.

Bingle detaches from the family and picks up the musket and cartridge I offer him with a tense look. He, too, loads according to the manual and lines his shot with deliberate patience. Yet another cloud of blue smoke lifts in the air and after it clears, Lydia shouts the result.

“Body shot!”

Again, the crowd cheers in delight. Both teams are now tied and everything will depend on the last competitors.

Bingle chose not to take risks, nor to offend the soldiers. How politically minded of him.

In perfect silence, the smug-looking officer loads and shoots with the ease of the veteran marksman.

“Body shot!” yells the mistress of the house, to everyone’s delight.

It is my turn. I step forward and look at Loth. His smile is vicious and predatory as he points his finger towards the space between his eyes.

I slightly turn to Cecily who makes a long and very obvious gesture of slicing someone’s throat.

Alright then.

With the ease of experience, I hold the musket horizontal, bite the paper cartridge and pour powder into the pan. Spitting the piece of paper is accompanied by some whispers of disapproval from the traditional fringe of the assembly.

I close the frizzen and place the butt of the weapon on the ground. I shove the cartridge in the barrel and push it down with the ramrod which I quickly reattach. I lay the weapon horizontal with a flick of the wrist, line the shot and fire. It took me around ten seconds which is fast but not inhumanly so.

I wait for the hit to be witnessed. It does not happen.

Eh?

I turn around to a wall of shocked faces. The only one who isn’t surprised is Loth. He is currently laughing to tears and drying his eyes with a handkerchief.

“Well well well niece, I believe you are half an inch wide to the left.”

Oh, he dares!

“You were wide as well!”

“Aye, I overcompensated.”

“It’s a headshot!” Lydia yells with astonishment.

It starts slow, ripples between groups and inflates until the acknowledgment of my prowess becomes a deafening ovation. Loth is looking like a cat who found the pot of cream. This is less about the result, more about playing the crowd.

In the end we have a supernatural advantage and the experience to back it up. The soldiers including Bingle will aim for the center mass because it is enough to incapacitate any human they hit. We, however, train to hit quick-moving monsters. A stationary target at thirty paces is child’s play.

My eyes meet Cecily’s. She is glowing with pride and sated revenge. Our victory is announced on the blackboard with broad letters.

Lannes’ group is less than pleased. I believe that once the rumor spreads, the loss of face will dog them for years. It does not matter that two of us and one of them pulled a very difficult shot. People will only remember that they were beaten by a girl.

A pale girl with blond hair and deep blue eyes that came out of nowhere.

Heavens, I hope this does not spread too far. I would not want someone to add two and two. Loth, what have you done? And why?

Everyone spills onto the grounds to congratulate the victors.

Our target is brought forward and the three black holes in the cloth held for all to behold. Our victory is proven beyond a shadow of a doubt and the few dissidents are quickly silenced. I meet eyes with the soldier with the grey morse mustache and he salutes me. I find the move touching and quite sportsmanlike, and curtsy in return.

For a while, I am forced to handle everyone’s attention as politely as I can. Bingle comes to compliment me on my shot with Rose on his arm, expressing his complete trust in me. This man is unbelievable. His pride extends to those he sees as allies, and my success is a cause for joy.

Truly a relic from the past. He should have sat at the round table.

It takes a while for things to wind down. I find myself shooting another two times in friendly competition, while teams form up to emulate the original show. Loth may have created a trend here.

I am about to follow my irresponsible pseudo-uncle inside the mansion when my nose picks up the group's heavy musk. I decide that I would leave them to a few hours of intimacy before we have that discussion.

When I turn around, a flash of light catches my eyes.

Only a few people notice and then immediately dismiss it. Unfortunately for me and with how the evening has been going so far, I know I must investigate.

I discreetly reach the tree line and rush in the direction of the sound. It doesn’t take long before another flash of white light illuminates the undergrowth and soon I am close enough to hear a commotion.

Oh, no.

No!

How could this happen?! We are still far from everything, practically at the edge of European expansion. This should not be possible. There shouldn’t be another vampire here, and yet there is no mistaking this cold aura.

A Flash.

A hiss of anger.

Impossible. Sinead was spotted? We are far from everything!? Is this bad luck or some cosmic joke?

I could just leave.

I promised Sinead safe passage. That doesn’t mean that I need to protect him.

No! If he falls now I will never get his blood. That will not stand. This blood is mine.

MINE!

I run through the dense copse of trees until I see movement in the distance. I move forward and am immediately noticed.

A man slowly steps out of a mass of ferns. I call him a man out of generosity for he is more beast than kin. He is also the vampire I felt.

Some affliction took him over only to leave behind a tortured husk. His cloth is ravaged and stained. The stench of rancid blood overwhelms my sensitive nose and so does he. It is as if he had turned, like spoiled milk or vinegar. His pallid skin slouches lightly and instead of our needle nails, he sports true talons of malformed chitin.

Is this what happens if we let go too completely?

“Followed me to the prize did you? Can’t have him, can’t have him. Mine. MINE. Took everything you did. This I’ll keep and when I come back you will all pay pay pay pay. Should not have cast me away. Not sharing this treasure, oh no. All mine.”

This man is too far gone. He licks his lips when I reveal a white leg and does not even seem to notice the knife I retrieve from its sheath.

I move first.

I rush his left side and take a jab at his heart. His claw misses the blade yet at the same time he twists himself and the blade only slides against his flank.

“Little girl, you’re young. Should have stayed with the others.”

We exchange a few blows, me with my weapon and him with claws. I am quickly pushed back.

His strength is insane!

I fail to deflect completely and his left hand slices into my shoulder. At the same time, I rotate and manage to catch his face with the tip of the blade. We separate.

I got his left eye and he doesn’t care a bit. Thick black blood seeps from half a dozen superficial wounds I inflicted using my superior range, while the one cut on my shoulder stings horribly.

“Young, too young. Don’t know you. Not a Hastings, not an Erenwald.”

I rush him again, more carefully. I use my superior speed and range to harry him and even manage to slice off two fingers. If my strikes do something it doesn’t show.

“You’re not one of my pursuers then. Too inexperienced. Let me show you how I could run away.”

He dodges back and places two feet against the trunk of a tree and pushes. I yelp in surprise and duck, not a moment too soon.

My foe barrels over me like a cannonball only to smack into a nearby tree with the noise of broken bones.

'How stupid can he be?' I think as I turn to stab him in the back. We’re in the middle of the forest, of course he—

The man is already pushing his feet against the trunk he impacted.

Too late, can’t—

He crashes against me. All air leaves my lungs as I am propelled backward and against something solid. His claws dig into the bracer on my left forearm which I placed in front of my heart. His other hand digs into my fingers, trying to pry my knife away. Only his missing digits prevent him from carrying out his plans.

So strong!

Slowly I manage to angle my blade to slice into his hand yet at the same time, one of his claws reaches the bone.

Hurts.

TRAPPED. WOUNDED. BITE.

His torso is against mine. I have no leverage. He is so powerful that a human would have had his arms ripped off already. Even with enhanced strength, I feel things tearing!

MUST ESCAPE.

With an impatient grunt, the man arches his back and pulls away from me.

His forehead smashes against my cheek. I only managed to turn my head at the last moment.

He arches back and I move and bite into his face. My mouth closes around his nose.

He tastes bad, sour, but not toxic. Power. Power is good.

My foe once against shows his disregard for pain. He still moves away and something rips. I spit the flesh and prepare to bite again.

Something is wrong, the air shimmers around us.

Instead of attacking me, my foe recoils in horror. His mangled hands raise up reflexively.

Won’t get a better chance.

I stab him and he still manages to move at the last moment. I try to compensate and fail.

It hurts.

The blade still bites deep in his chest. I just need to slice.

Both of his hands smash down into my forearm with enough strength to shatter the bone.

PAIN.

I lash out with my left claws and dig deep in his face. Both his eyes are red ruins now. I just need to slice his throat.

He angles his head down and when I stab forward, he bites. I manage to move away and only get scraped by his canines.

I twist away as he slices me but not quick enough. I was too committed. He catches me under my right breast and the strength of his strike lifts me into the air.

I see the ground getting away. My ribs crack.

Something hits the small of my back, increasing the pain I already feel there, then another hits my head, then another hits my left leg.

I land heavily on a root and roll on the ground like a ragdoll.

“Hss.”

Owwww. This hurts! Aaaaah! Curses!

STAND UP AND FIGHT.

I slowly pick myself up, trying to ignore the litany of aches I feel in my body. The broken ribs are the most painful of all.

I need to finish him off. There will be no egress for me with these wounds. On open ground, his ridiculous jumps will allow him to close the distance.

How I wish I had told Loth instead of going alone. So stupid! Gah, I hope this mistake will not cost me my life.

Just have to stand up Ari. Come on. Stand up. Up!

STAND UP.

With a cry of pain, I finish dragging myself against a trunk just in time to see that accursed vampire is blindly stumbling forward towards me, feeling the air in front of him with my own dagger.

DEFILER. THIEF. FAE MINE, BLADE MINE.

“Hssssss”

“Found you, little girl. Kill you, then drink, then I’ll go. They won’t catch me.”

You, sir, are going nowhere.

“Sinead, give me noise!”

I wait because I know why my opponent recoiled in terror and who produced the blinding flash of light. Soon, the sounds of the forest are amplified beyond reason. My foe is disoriented by the cacophony of the forest.

I brace and jump above him, landing lightly behind him. I grab my chest in pain and take a second to gather myself. 

I jump on his back.

As expected he twists at the last moment but this time I’m not trying to stab but to grab. I coil around him as best as I can with a broken arm and bite deep into his neck.

He flails and bucks as I Devour, when this does not work he jumps back and crashes me against a tree, head first. I manage to protect myself with a raised arm at the moment of impact so the shock only allows me to bite deeper.

It only takes a few more seconds for him to stop struggling.

“Devourer.” he whispers with a note of fear.

I keep draining him until there is nothing left. After what feels like ages, I fall away from the corpse just as it starts disintegrating.

“It was a good Hunt,” I say and wince in pain. That was some good, powerful blood if a bit sour. Now, I just need to—

Trying to move sends a sharp spike of agony through my gut. What is wrong?

He stabbed me. That faithless son of a mongrel stabbed me with my own bloody dagger. Arg! The cur!!! I touch the handle and hiss.

I need this out, but I am really tired and this is quite painful.

The wind whispers in my ears: “Hold on Nightwalker, I shall fetch your Vassal for you.”

Yes, if he comes near, the Thirst will turn me insane. Ah, this was supposed to be a GODDAMN RELAXED EVENING, and now I am bleeding out in the woods with my own knife in my stomach.

Why? Why why why why?

Is this divine retribution for clinging to life? For not letting those fanatics spike my heart in the foul depths of the vampire fortress? I should…just…sleep.

I slowly drag myself into a small recess so that a misplaced root does not dig into my bruised back. I take quick and shallow breaths to fight off the pain. Damn it all, I need to staunch the wound. I use my unbroken hand to apply light pressure and realize the dress is already soaked with my blood.

If I remove the blade I will be incapacitated for sure. And when I wake up again…

Aaaahh this hurts! Dammit. I wish I could look at the Silent Watcher and meditate but the canopy is too dense.

I have stopped being a real fledgling for one bloody day and I’m already a wreck. Is there an end to this? My life hasn’t changed since a year ago. I ran away from the fortress, from the Lancasters, and from the Order. Then I hid with Loth and ran around to assuage my Thirst while waiting to grow.

Now that I can stay awake for longer than eight hours and that I do not have to spend a significant amount of that time hunting, I am running around to solve issues. I was supposed to be a leader, not everyone’s problem solver! Why am I only able to handle the things directly in front of me? Is this my fault!? Should I plan better?

And what of that vampire? I am quite sure that he was a fugitive. His words lend credence to my belief. Are there more like him? How likely am I to be found by an errant monster? Are they being tracked, and could they lead others to me, or was this just the height of misfortune?

So many questions. I know what I will next ask Jimena.

I wince at a pain that does not abate. I think I am no longer healing.

I close my eyes and focus on breathing. I am not dying, not like last time. I am, however, quite cold. And tired. I could just stop for a few moments. Let go a bit. Stop breathing. It does not even hurt anymore…
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I have fled. I flee. I will keep fleeing. I do not need air or water to keep pushing, to pummel the earth with my feet and leave dust and fallen leaves in my trail. So long as the tainted blood flows through my veins, the limitations of this form can be ignored.

Unfortunately, the same goes for my pursuers. I can hear them behind and to the side. They are trying to close in and box me. I am fast and I am no city bird so I have managed to stay one step ahead but it is only a matter of time before a mistake sends me to my knees and my subsequent demise.

"We will find you," they say. "It is inevitable."

I keep going.

What can I do but stay ahead for as long as I can?

Eventually, my foot is snagged by a root I saw too late. I land awkwardly and even as I pick myself up the shadows gather around me for the kill.

And then they die.

Incredible power is unleashed to vaporize all my foes. Flames of blue spread and annihilate them where they stand. When it is done, not even ashes remain.

I am paralyzed with terror as a giant with fiery hair walks past me and kneels by my side.

“Interesting nightmare, Nightwalker, if painfully classic. How I wish I could be my true self in the real world as well, and show your kind the error of their ways. I would keep you alive as a pet, of course. You are just so precious.”

His armor shines in white and blue with such an intensity that I wonder why I have not been burnt to a crisp yet. He is terrifying, a force of nature. I dare not meet his eyes. For the first time, I see someone who could take on my Master and live.

"Yes, proper respect, finally. If the Goddess wills, one day you will see it with your own eyes. Now, wake up."
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I regain consciousness on the bed of my guest room. Loth and Dalton’s worried faces are uncomfortably close.

I feel fantastic despite the closing wound on my stomach.

“Please do not tell me I had fae’s blood and was not awake to experience it.”

Their eyes meet and they look just a tad nervous.

“Very well Mistress, we won’t tell you.”

“Dammit!” I say with feeling. I knew it was going to be delicious. I was truly looking forward to it!

“I’m sorry lass, I should have been there.”

“Bah, how could you know? I did not even warn you before rushing into danger. I only have myself to blame for this mishap. Aah. It hurts.”

“Don’t move, Mistress. We only just removed the dagger.”

“Ah, I wish I knew how to use it better. I got stabbed with my own blade.”

“Not everyone can boast such an intimate knowledge of their weapon, Mistress.”

“Right. And what of my opponent?”

“We have spread the ashes, lass. We are still unnoticed.”

“I cannot believe it. I have used the full extent of my physical powers no less than five times in the past week and Bingle and the others are still unaware of my true nature. It’s miraculous, truly.”

“If you say so, Mistress. I personally believe the word you are looking for is ‘gullible’.”

“As you say, Dalton. By the way, I missed the opportunity to say farewell to the adventurer. We are parting ways tomorrow after all.”

“Ah, he did mention it. Let me see if I can wake him up, lass.”
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"I’m sorry for having you rise at such a time.”

“Think nothing of it, Ms. Delaney! It is I who should have remembered your, hem, condition. Besides, I am to blame for your next task. Are you sure that you do not want company? I can catch the next ship, I assure you.”

“Oh Mr. Bingle. Your solicitude moves me. I promise you that I will be well defended.”

“Ah yes, your uncle assured me that you had past dealings with the savage and that he was a man of his word.”

“Yes, and I will have a chaperone in the person of his sister.”

Possibly.

“Indeed?”

If Bingle‘s eyebrows raise any higher they will take flight. It is my fault for trying to make this situation anything less than absolutely scandalous. For the unmarried daughter of a good family to go gallivanting in forgotten ruins in the company of natives will never be acceptable in any country of the globe. At least Bingle does his best to mask his disapproval.

“Truly you have the soul of an adventurer Ms. Delaney. I hope you will travel to Europe at some point. The Royal Museum would certainly be of interest to you. Why, I dare say you could teach the curator a thing or two!”

I misjudged him again. This man is too pure for his own good.

The discussion ends in pleasantries and extended farewells, which I hate. Bingle is dejected and tears shine in his eyes. I do not understand why he would grow so attached in such a short time.

Finally, dawn approaches and torpor makes me stumble. This pushes the poor gentleman out of the room so that I can rest, at last.


Chapter 30: Charm

“And what is this?” I ask as I get out of the carriage.

We are in the middle of a meadow off the beaten path. Besides Loth’s moving fortress there is also another one, an actual coach of outdated but solid make.

“That’s yer ride. I need to keep Asni and the wagon with me, ya know?”

“Yes yes, I was referring to the man.”

A prisoner kneels between Loth and Dalton. Sinead is standing a hundred paces away, busy drawing a pile of something in a notebook. From the smell, I assume it to be carrion.

“We were set upon by bandits, if you would believe it. We thought you might want some breakfast.”

The captive’s eyes widen in surprise. Having someone hunt for me feels like a bad habit to develop but I would not want this man's life to go to waste. I can indulge for a night, I suppose.

I draw closer and take in the man’s appearance.

Is this some sort of test?

“Is something the matter, Ari?”

“Loth dear, do not tell me you have not noticed what is wrong? This man is no bandit.”

“Excellent.” Whispers the wind.

We all turn to Sinead as he makes his way to us.

“I was afraid that you would simply miss it, Nightwalker. I am pleased that it is not so. As part of our agreement on safe passage, I believe I still owe you a bit of information and so I have decided to turn it into an impromptu lesson. Consider it a mark of appreciation for yesterday's timely assistance.”

The Fae pockets his book and pen then turns to me with his hands against the small of his back. There is an intensity and fire to him that even his gaunt figure cannot dim. He smiles, pleased like a well-fed cat.

“Trickery, lies, and deception. Those are the greatest tools of your kind. It is not the strength of your arms that moves nations against one another, but a well-placed letter, a forlorn love or a single word at the right time. We both know why it must be so, do we not?”

It is so because we would lose ourselves then lose our lives to a united humanity. There is no need to voice this, however.

“And how do they unravel those plots and conspiracies? By the pull of a single thread. Find one inconsistency, unmask one perpetrator and the whole scheme falls apart like a house of cards. This is why it is so exciting, no? Patience and meticulous planning against paranoia and observation. The eternal balance of the secret battlefields. Tell the class, oh dweller in the dark. Tell us what you saw. And then I shall guide you on the next step.”

I am loath to indulge him, however I am quite eager to learn from his experience.

“This man smells like soap and his clothes are rumpled but clean. His beard is trimmed and I can smell wax. Expensive. His skin is too healthy for someone who spends much time outside in squalor. Finally, his self-discipline is admirable. He is ex-military and lives in town. This is a mercenary.”

“Precisely! Observe the clean shoes as well. Amateurs always get the shoes wrong. And the guns! Too expensive. Too modern. Outlaw outfits rarely manage to obtain uniform gear. No, we have been deliberately attacked.”

Dalton and Loth are only surprised but for a moment. Soon, their gazes turn calculating, and our prisoner’s fear turns to stark terror.

“And before you two lovable meatheads take out the pliers and hot coals, I would ask for your patience. I wish to instruct the lady of the house in the subtle arts of suggestion.”

Oh, this is going to be good.

“What annoys me the most on this forsaken plane of existence is not the fact that your kind enslaved my own. It is not even my unfulfilled wish to regain my true power so that I may turn my jailors into quivering piles of flesh for all of eternity, no. What truly sets me off is how pathetically primitive your mind techniques are. You had millennia of existence to come up with something fun and still miserably failed! I know that good techniques are wasted on mortals, but still, for the love of art! You should not settle for mediocrity! It is thus my greatest pleasure to introduce you to this most hallowed of pursuit. Now, Nightwalker, how do you perceive your own charm?”

“Like a rope.”

Sinead turns into the living embodiment of condescension. I need to learn how to draw properly so that I may immortalize the arrogance on his face if only to have a frame of reference when I eat him later.

“A rope. Truly. I expected so little and am still disappointed. Well, do you notice that this rope changes as you proceed with the manipulation?”

“Yes. It can be strong or weak, taut or loose and it frays under pressure, just like my tolerance for rude behavior.”

“Yes, a fair point. Obviously, the strength of the bond reflects the depth of the relationship. Time and genuine care will improve it better than brute strength. The frays appear when you force your victims to do something against their will. The more unreasonable or absurd the request, the more they will fight it. Even the frailest human mind will buckle and fight if you, say, ask them to kill their own child.”

I hope he does not speak from experience, that would be rather distasteful.

“You will, if you focus, notice colors and patterns in your…rope. They are the marks of emotion. Not all bonds are the same. I find that love trumps all, though terror is a close second. Now, the basics. What do you think is the most important thing in manipulation?”

“Subtlety?”

“Wrong, though not entirely. The answer is: the other. You are not stabbing a target, you are painting a masterpiece. Every working is different even when it involves the exact same person. You need to understand your target to some extent so that you may obtain the best results. A proper session is nine parts eloquence and one part magic. Without eloquence, you will not even understand which are the best questions to ask."

"Let me take an example. You, Vassal, what is the first question you would ask our guest?"

“Do you have mates and are they on their way here?”

“Not bad! I’ll give you a three out of ten. The proper question is: am I in immediate danger? What tells you that his 'mates', as you call it, are the only things that threaten your life? Hmm? What’s your name lad? How should I call you?”

The man struggles a bit before admitting to himself that this is not exactly vital information.

“Hendricks, sir.”

“And Hendricks. Do you believe me to be in immediate danger?”

Silence.

“Maybe a little bit eh?”

The man reluctantly nods.

“It’s not that the knife would have saved you. You saw us fight. Do you believe yourself fast enough to capture a hostage? Indeed not. Now be a good lad and drop it on the ground.”

Dalton pales as an open straight razor drops from the captive’s bound hands. Loth seems a bit displeased.

“First thing I’ll teach ye when we’re back is how ta frisk properly.”

“I’m sorry sir.”

“Now, now, do not let yourselves be distracted! Remember, open-ended questions! Do not let your preconceived ideas get in the way of the truth. Do not demand a flower when you could inquire about the whole bouquet.”

“What are you doing to me?!” the mercenary asks in a panic.

Sinead considers him for a second as if remembering that this is an actual living being and not just the point of his demonstration. How does the puppet dare speak out of turn?

Before things can get any further off course I step forward and our eyes meet.

I smile kindly and brush a strand of errant hair behind his ear.

“Shhh do not worry, my friends are a tad strange, but I am here for you. You are safe now as long as we get what we want. You want to help us, don’t you? Help us, then leave?”

“Yes.”

“Hendricks was it?”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“My name is Ari. These men here just want to protect me. Do you understand?”

“Yes Ari.”

“You are strong. And courageous. Are you an army man?”

“Yes ma'am, I was a Marine before I signed up with this outfit.”

“A Marine eh? You served aboard a ship then?”

“Yes ma'am, I had the honor of serving aboard the USS Wasp!”

“Indeed! And you signed with 'your outfit' afterwards then?”

“Yes, ma'am, seven months ago. The pay is very good. You understand, I am sure.”

“Of course! Soldiers are never well paid, even during a war, are they not?”

“Absolutely ma'am. A disgrace is what it is.”

“And I understand that your current employer is more rewarding of a man of your talents?”

“Yes, they know what needs to be done and who to hire for that.”

Keep him talking, keep him saying yes, build a rapport, make him talk about himself. Those are all things that I learned from Papa and Achilles. I understand now that this is the heart of charm. My ability to mesmerize is only one more tool in my arsenal and if I am not careful it will become a crutch. I will have to use it now, however, if I hope to reach the next part of our conversation. I place my hands on the sides of his head. He is close now. My cool breath ruffles his dark hair.

“It sounds dangerous.”

“Why yes, it is, obviously.”

“You have been placed in danger, my good Hendricks, by incompetent people,” I add with a frown.

“Yes, in danger.”

“They don’t know how to work with you. They didn’t know how to use your skills. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you think it’s unfair? You’re so good at what you do, and they waste your potential.”

“Yes.”

“Truly unfair. We should do something about it. We are friends, are we not?”

“Yes.”

“And friends protect and help each other. Yes?”

“Yes, protect and help.”

“So we should go and see them, those that sent you here.”

“Yes, they are not far.”

“Truly?”

“Yes, they wanted us to bring you to them.”

“Us as in whom?”

“Either the bearded one or the blonde woman.”

“And that is why you were hired?”

“Yes.”

“They showed themselves to you?”

“Yes. Two officers from the continental army. Bunch of pricks.”

“I bet they looked arrogant and thought they were better than anyone else.”

“Yes. Yes! Just because they are still in service. As if they didn’t buy their rank! Hah!”

“This place is desolate. How would you ever find them?”

“Easily Ari, just follow the road west until you come across an abandoned farm with brown brick walls and a burned down barn. They are waiting there.”

“Thank you, Hendricks. Gentlemen?”

“I am positively eager to move on to tonight’s next entertainment. Do hurry.”

“Go ahead lass.”

“Bon appétit, Mistress.”

Normally, feeding is an intimate experience. In this specific case, I make it quick and lethal.

There is something empowering about draining someone to death while surrounded by three killers. Even if the act of drinking should make me vulnerable, I am not afraid, because they are on my side. All those present know what I am and accept it. Well, all those that will survive anyway.

I am making a statement and I like it. Out of those killers, I am also the deadliest. My feeding proves my lack of concern. It is as much a show of self-confidence as it is one of trust.

I have achieved much in the past year.

“We are expected, gentlemen. Shall we?”

“Aye lass, can’t wait to see those twats again.”

“Language!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

We are polite monsters. Sinead kindly requests to sit next to me to continue the lesson which leaves poor Dalton to eat our dust.

“No worries Mistress. Just make sure you learn all you can!”

Good Vassal.

We sit down next to Loth and Sinead immediately turns to me with a smile.

“You are a natural, Nightwalker, but you miss the point. You are far too ruthless, too result-driven. Charm is an art that should be enjoyed for its own sake. Ah, how many masterpieces has my race created over the eons, games millennia-long won by those we never even suspected of playing? How pleasant the retelling! Ah, but I digress. It will come to you in time I am sure. The young ones are always eager to go for the immediate reward instead of one matured to perfection. No matter. Now I shall teach you how to force a mood, then we shall move on to memory alteration and defense bypasses. The basics, really.”

We spend a good hour working on each other. Sinead feels like a genius swordsman fighting with a spoon. He is blocked from most of his capabilities and yet his skill is undeniable.

His insights are keen beyond compare and I feel myself progressing with incredible swiftness. I believe that he simply is the best charm teacher on the planet at this moment, and my opinion of him improves drastically. We only stop when we are in sight of the abandoned farm mentioned by the dearly departed Hendricks.

“Excellent. Now let me see you apply this lesson to your next target.”

All four of us silently sneak through the overgrown edge of the farm. I lead the way by tracking the smell of fresh sweat and bad cologne while Sinead manifests a light that only we can see.

Without surprise, we spot Captain Lannes and his arrogant subordinate smoking nervously in the lunar shade of a great pine tree. I can smell the musk of their anxiety with the barest onset of panic. They are perfectly ripe.

“Anyone want them?” I whisper.

“I think you need them for practice, Mistress. Lessons applied on the spot are the easiest to remember.”

“I concur with the mortal.”

“I want to watch ye at work, lass. Make it fun.”

I stealthily move up and around. They have horses in the distance and more interestingly, a few unlit torches on the ground.

“I don’t like this, they are taking too long!”

“Shut up, Jenkins.”

Aha! I did not know the other imbecile’s name. Since they have their back to me it is trivial to steal one of the torches as well as a match. It takes me a few tries to light one, however when the sound of burning sulphur reaches their ears, they turn just in time for flames to shed light on my pale visage.

Both men freeze with their hands on their pistols while I smile cordially.

I do so love this moment when it dawns on them that the nature of the hunt is not as it seems, that their condition is not that of the predator. My fangs are still hidden, and my claws tucked away, but they know. Deep inside, they know.

“Why the cold shoulder, gentlemen? Was I not expected?”

I walk slowly to the side as I speak. The predator in me taught me how to walk better, and it has become increasingly easier to bring this skill forward. My step is as assured as it is silent. I still walk as a human in public but here I do not have to. I know the feeling I give, more sinuous. Predatory.

Lethal.

The men instinctively take a step back. Lannes knows something is wrong. He is hesitating. I can hear the cogs turning in his panicked brain:

'We have been found out and the sellswords defeated, but why is this woman here? Why is it not Loth holding me at gunpoint?'

'And why am I so afraid?'

I know the answer. Their well-honed instincts are telling them something is wrong while their societal mind tells them I am harmless.

“Well?”

Lannes takes out his pistol and cocks it threateningly. My eyes meet his and Jenkins’ and I capture their attention.

Following Sinead’s advice, I taste the connection. I still visualize it as ropes but this time there is a hint of color and more details on its strength. There is fear here, as well as disdain and mistrust. I could brute force attraction, perhaps, but it would defeat the purpose of the exercise. I am here to learn how to properly charm someone and as my improvised mentor said, it is an art.

“You are under arrest! Now tell us where Loth Delaney is!”

The rope on Jenkins’ side vibrates as a new emotion runs through it. I recognize it well. Discomfort and embarrassment.

“Under arrest? For what crime and under what authority, pray tell? Do you claim to serve justice as you lurk in the dark like a highwayman?”

“You and your ilk may have fooled the Tillersons and most of the garrison but I know better, oh yes! You are criminals and traitors of the vilest sort!”

“So you are acting on your own! Breaking the law by ordering hired thugs to abduct citizens? Are those the actions of law-abiding men? Is this not the sort of thing our fathers fought to end not two decades ago?”

Yes! I knew it, Jenkins does not approve. With the lightest touch, I fan the flames of paranoia in both their hearts. It is difficult to affect two people at once but I still manage it with patience and concentration. With minute movements, Lannes’ second reaches for his own gun while keeping a wary eye on his commanding officer.

“I do what is necessary to protect us from outside influence!”

“Whatever are you talking about?”

“Do not play coy with me! You are foreign agents!”

“Those are preposterous accusations that you pulled out of your hat! You have no reasonable cause to insult us so!”

I lace the challenge with the barest hint of suggestion, just enough to make him choose outrage over caution.

“Schaffer was a spy!”

What!? Oh my GOD this is Bingle’s fault! Again! Aaaarg!

“Who?”

“Flora Schaffer! The woman your British scoundrel followed was an asset for Prussia and your so-called adventurer knew it. Why else would he track her all the way to this god-forsaken mudhole?!”

“Love of course, you monster. He was madly in love with her!”

I do not even need to act for Jenkins’ discomfort to turn to doubt. Few people would be comfortable placing “Bingle” and “intelligence”, foreign and otherwise, in the same sentence.

“And what a strange thing to assert, Captain. Your covert actions do not strike me as those of a man mandated by the government! Where do these accusations come from, I ask? Not from our own spies I’d wager!”

“You! I do not have to justify myself before a scandalous woman of dubious origin!”

And now we have anger, the last primal dye to add to this first painting. It only takes a nudge to set the stone in motion.

“As a matter of fact,” says Jenkins. “I would like to know from whence this belief came, sir.”

“You dare!” adds Lannes, incensed, “I will not be questioned by the likes of you!”

Oh, this is almost too easy.

“The likes of me!?” screams the second man in outrage.

“You are naïve, Jenkins! People like me are what stands between our country and tyranny. We are the shield of civilization against the machinations of the old world and its darkest creations!”

“So, you admit being part of a conspiracy!” I add with delight.

“It is no conspiracy! We protect the nation!”

“In secret and against our will! That is a conspiracy! Hah! Who is the traitor now?”

“The Brotherhood of the New Light is no group of rakes you wench! And you—!”

Lannes takes a step back from his subordinate and his pistol sways towards the man’s chest but the righteous Jenkins has had enough. He jumps and manages to seize his opponent’s arm. Both of them fall and struggle on the ground with grunts of effort and anger.

I watch, fascinated. Admittedly it got out of hand before I could learn more but I don’t care. This is…beautiful.

A shot rings under the canopy with the distinct sound of gored flesh.

Ah, oops?

Jenkins recoils in horror from the mangled form of his superior. Only a gurgling scream can be heard in the dead silence, coming from the ravaged half-face of his victim. The sinus and other cavities are exposed to the air. One eye has been burnt from its orbit and as I stare, arterial blood splurts from the ghastly wound with every heartbeat.

Ah, what a waste.

With a step, I walk to Jenkins and use his pistol to finish off the Captain cleanly, as the Hunt demands.

And now I have a whimpering and guilt-stricken human to handle. This is so annoying. He tried to kill you, he failed, and you killed him. The logic is sound. You were not even friends!

“Jenkins, you are safe. Calm down.”

“It’s over, it’s all over! I committed a murder!”

“No. Jenkins, look at me. There. Good. You defended yourself against someone you thought you trusted.”

“Hah,” he sobs, “as if it matters in a court of law!”

“There will be no court of law.”

“What? But…I killed him.”

“No, I killed him. I pulled the trigger.”

Jenkins stops to consider. I use this and the barest hint of suggestion to talk about conspiracy and duty, how Lannes' associates must never know that they were found out and some such nonsense about sacrifice, the good of the nation and whatnot.

“You are correct, miss Delaney. I must uncover this vile plot! I shall return and head a discreet inquiry, starting with this traitor’s personal correspondence. But…What of the body?”

“I came here to get answers but my companions are not far behind. The mercenary’s ambush made them irate, as I am sure you understand. If you leave quickly I should be able to convince them to let you go, and take care of the remains as well.”

“But what should I tell the others?”

“Nothing. You know nothing of this man’s desertion. I am sure that a thorough search of his personal effects will shed some light on the matter.”

“Yes, you are correct. Thank you, Ms. Delaney, thank you! I shall return, and should I find something I will keep you and your uncle in confidence. I will get to the bottom of this yet! Goodbye, Ms. Delaney! Cecily was right, you are a true heroine.”

Then the brave soldier takes his horse and leaves in a gallop.

A true heroine, huh? At least he did not mention God this time.

As the sound of hooves pounding the ground recedes in the distance, I hear a slow clap. The trio of men exits the undergrowth with a grinning Sinead at the head.

“A capital performance young Ariane. Ah, it is so pleasant to see a new talent enter the scene. A first rendition of “The False Egress” and “the Turning of the Friend” in a single night! That is two out of the five basic plots as described by Arakus the elder in his famous anthology. You need but “the Unrequited Love”, “Brother Bane” and “the Apprentice” and you will have completed an important rite of passage for us Likaeans. I am most pleased, most pleased!”

I am not sure what to do so I curtsey awkwardly. This is the first time Sinead has not addressed me as “Nightwalker” I believe. I will take the compliment.

“Let us travel together tonight so that I may impart a few more pieces of knowledge upon you, then we will split ways. Fate will bring us together again in the future. Of this, I am sure!”

Before we leave, we draw straws to determine who will bury the bodies and I lose. From the other’s innocent faces I highly suspect foul play, yet I decide not to press the issue. I made this body after all. As I dig and later, as we travel, I soak up Sinead's knowledge for all I can until dawn and exhaustion creep upon me.

When it is finally time to retire and I close the lid of my sarcophagus over me, I reflect on this past adventure and realize that, all I all, I had fun.

My new world is dangerous and unforgiving, yet also populated by strange and fascinating people like Loth, Nashoba and Sinead. They make it all worthwhile.

I want to explore, I want to discover more and I want, most importantly, to stop hiding. This, I realize, is my most important desire. Vampire society is dominated by rules and convention, There has to be a way for me to be accepted and now that I am no longer a fledgeling, I will find it.

It will be my goal in the days to come.


End of Book One
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The Eternal Game

Journey of Black and Red Book 2

Ariane has finally adjusted to her new life as a vampire,
hidden away from her kin in the Georgian countryside.

She can now set her eyes on her next pursuit: her return to society as a rightful, free entity. Regaining her freedom will not be easy, however. Beyond the issues of cutthroat vampire politics, the protection of her territory will also bring surprising challenges. She will have to face them with the help of the friends she gathered around her: Loth the burly smith and scholar, her sassy human vassal Dalton and the Choctaw seer Nashoba. It will take that much, for the world is old and there are many ancient threats waiting to be unearthed.

Read it now!


Afterword

Thanks for reading! As I mentioned, this story is a web serial and the conclusions might be less cut and dry than other, more traditional stories. If you want to read more, Royal Road hosts this story and many others. I also have a Patreon where the most recent chapters are published.

You already support me by reading this, but if you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon as they are absolutely vital to Indie publishing.

I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. See you next time, if it pleases you.
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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 my work, so I kept going, finding that I loved sharing the contents of my brain with people online. 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.


Social Media

Do not hesitate to come and say hi on Royal Road, Patreon, or the relevant Discord. I answer most messages. Don’t be shy!

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
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