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CHAPTER 1

1282 A.D.

In the beginning there was only the hunt – a primal need to fight, to feed, and to kill. It was a cycle that had repeated itself since the dawn of time and would continue forevermore, or so I thought. Those who stood victorious would be sated, for a time, while the vanquished were devoured, only to be reborn so they could start the cycle anew.
I can’t say how many I killed in total, nor how many times I was the one to be felled. In those days there was no concept of numbers or the passage of time. There was only primal need, instinct demanding to be satisfied above all other things.
If asked, I couldn’t have even explained what I looked like, for the form I took was malleable – sometimes with teeth, claws, and muscle, while other times I was little more than smoke drifting through the undergrowth of the unending hellscape upon which I fought for survival.
How long this went on, I cannot tell you. It could have been days, weeks, or an eternity. When one was born to battle, only to be reborn again and again, insignificant concepts such as time lost all meaning.
But then, in an instant, it all changed for me. Had I been capable of thought, I may have noticed this was not a new phenomenon. Others had gone missing before, never to be seen again. Strange lights, filled with undeniably attractive scents, would appear in the mists, only to disappear moments later – to be forgotten just as quickly as they had appeared … at least until it was my turn to fall victim to the impossible.
I remember something catching my attention, my primitive mind assuming it was prey and my mouth instantly salivating as an overwhelming urge filled me to find the source of this alluring scent.
I pounced upon the vortex of pulsating alien light, only to realize I’d made a grave mistake.
There came a blinding flash and the agony of my body being twisted and torn apart. The forest dissolved around me, becoming a grey nothingness. A strange, glowing tether of pure energy was the only thing to be seen, somehow connected to me but leading off into the far distance. Not that I truly understood such things. Whatever it was, though, it seemed unimportant. The hunger, on the other hand, drove me ever forward as I tried to attack the nothingness, even as I felt my very essence being unmade.
It was only much later that I learned this was the pain of rebirth, of being cast out of my world and into another – of being remade into a new form. At the time, I had no words for such a thing. I only understood the infinite pain wracking my very essence. And then, when it finally began to fade, there was nothing left but the hunger gnawing at me.
No. That wasn’t all. There was also the strange sense that I was no longer alone.
It was different than what I knew, however. Before, I had understood what it was to hunt in a pack with others of my kind – to work together to bring down prey that I alone couldn’t hope to best. But those were fleeting alliances, more often than not ending with us turning upon each other.
In this case, I simply sensed another presence, one that practically oozed fear and confusion from every pore of its being. Not knowing any better, I lashed out, hoping to pounce upon it and feast upon its flesh but, despite my best efforts, this other seemed to be just out of my reach.
“What are you?”
Though I didn’t know it at the time, this was my first introduction to words and language, except they hadn’t been spoken aloud. Whatever this mewling thing was, I’d heard it in my head, which still ached from the horrible pain of rebirth – along with every fiber of my being. Something had twisted my body, leaving me a shell of what I once was. I knew of only one way to sate this kind of pain – to feed upon that which I killed and make its strength my own.
Even as I planned this violence, though, the nothingness around me receded. I once more became aware of my surroundings, only to find a curious sight awaiting me. I was in an opulent … throne room, richly adorned, yet somehow with an ominous, overwhelming presence within. How I understood this, I wasn’t certain, as the sights before me were somehow both alien yet familiar at the same time.
None of that mattered, though.
What did was the multitude of beings present – frail things which stood upon two legs, looking weaker than even the least of the prey I used to hunt.
They held objects in their paws – hands – weapons of some sort, but they were even less intimidating than the creatures wielding them. My eyes were then drawn to one who was seated in the middle of their number, behind the rest. Surely that was the weakest of the herd, the easiest to kill, the most likely to...
Words began to fill my mind, understood despite my having never heard them before.
The man seated upon the throne of furs was ... the Khagan?
And this place I was in, it was called ... K-kara ... Karakorum, the former seat of the empire, and the true power behind the man known as Kublai who ruled from the city of Shangdu.
Feh!
Such unbidden knowledge was useless to me. All that mattered was the feel of this Khagan’s blood upon my teeth. I rose and turned to face him, realizing I, too, now somehow inhabited a frail, two-legged body.
But again, that was of no importance compared to the hunt. I faced the ... man upon the throne and snarled, issuing forth my challenge.
The one called Khagan merely grinned in response, a gesture that infuriated me into a bloodlust of rage and...
“ENOUGH!!”
The Khagan uttered only this single word, but it stopped me in my tracks, echoing in my tortured mind like the call of an alpha, far too powerful to resist in my weakened state.
Unable to move or do anything else, I could only watch – feeling that damnable other presence inside me as it, too, stood powerless to fight against the thing called Khagan.
The man on the throne made the barest of gestures and another of those weak beasts stepped forward, a female of the species.
She, too, was somehow familiar, despite me never having seen such frail things before that day. A memory flashed through my mind – but one that didn’t belong to me. It couldn’t have, for the hunt had encompassed every facet of my life before now.
But the memory was there nevertheless, and in this unasked for remembrance I saw the ... girl. She lay with her body intertwined with the form I now inhabited, having just finished the ritual which passed as this species’ form of mating. We were whispering words to each other, things which made no sense to me, yet were understood all the same.
“It’s true. The Khagan has a dragon. Bolormaa told me herself, and she never lies.”
“You must think me a fool,” a voice, my own, responded.
“Never, my darling wanderer from afar...”
This memory ... the presence I felt inside me, it must’ve belonged to it – him. Yet how could I know it? And how could I remember this creature who now presented herself to me?
She turned back toward the man called Khagan, as if seeking his approval. He gave it with a nod of his head and she bowed before him. She then faced me again and disrobed, presenting her pale flesh.
“NOW!!”
Once again, the Khagan’s voice rang out in my mind, this time releasing me from the paralysis which held me in place. All at once I understood what was commanded of me. Rather than allowing me to hunt, I was being fed, as if I were no more than a pet – a concept which, up until that point, I had never even considered.
But though a part of me hated to be cowed, the rest cared only about the gift of flesh that stood before me waiting to be devoured.
No, not all of me. The presence inside my mind spoke up again, fear coloring his voice.
“Please! Not her!”
He was too weak and stupid to matter, though. Whatever fight he put up against my needs was easily brushed aside. I shoved his presence into a tiny corner of our now shared mind and stepped forward, the scent of this woman’s blood now in my nostrils ... and soon to be in my throat.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Whatever this damnable place was, wherever I found myself now, only two things still mattered: the hunt, followed by the kill. The hunt in this case had been stunted, cut short. The kill, however, had still been satisfying, if irritatingly easy.
I marveled at these new thoughts and words which filled my head. Before, there had been nothing but sensation, but now it was as if all the raw emotions I felt, along with the things I saw, had been instantly given names and concepts. And with those thoughts came new feelings. In the past I knew only rage, hunger, and the occasional need to mate. It was all there was, all that was needed. But now, curiosity and confusion filled me ... and along with it, something else – fear.
The Khagan, whoever he was, had power. Something inside me recognized it. He was the same as me, yet not. He was my superior, an alpha, and he had the power to prove it.
A part of me wanted to rage against that notion, refusing to acknowledge I had any superior either home or in this strange new place, but something else was happening to me.
Before, feeding meant life, vigor, strength. Yet now, even as the female’s blood nourished me, sating the terrible hunger I’d known upon awakening here, I felt the core of my being forced back by that other presence. Somehow, he was asserting dominance, gaining strength, pushing me to the side as I’d done to him.
I’d been mistaken. He wasn’t as weak as I’d thought. Somehow, I – fearsome predator that I was – had underestimated this weak mewling thing I now shared a body with.
“Why?” he asked, except this time I wasn’t hearing him only in my mind. He spoke those words with my – our – lips. “Why her?”
The great Khagan, seated upon his throne of furs and surrounded by soldiers, smiled back. “Because she was mine to do with as I pleased, as are you.”
“But she was...”
“Nothing,” the Khagan interrupted, with such authority that I instantly averted my eyes in subservience. “You would do well to learn this lesson. You are no longer one of them. They are but cattle – useful for what they are but cattle nevertheless. The shepherd need feel no remorse upon thinning his herd. Use them, command them, rule them ... but never forget that you are now as far above them as I am above you.”




CHAPTER 2

Giacomo, that’s what the others called me now. What a strange concept to actually give names to things and to actually be given one. Stranger still was this other new emotion gradually pushing my fear to the side – joy.
Yes, there had been grief at first at the loss of the girl that my other seemed to harbor feelings for. But the Khagan was not a man for whom it was wise to ignore. He allowed me – us – no time for sadness, insisting I begin my training if I was to serve him in this strange new world into which I’d been dragged against my will.
Though I had been relegated to the role of mere watcher in this body, for now, I took some amusement at the way the other part of me marveled at the things we could do. This body now possessed strength and speed beyond what he’d ever known, along with the ability to survive all but the most grievous of wounds.
Such things were not alien to me, but to my other half this was all new and wondrous. And, oddly enough, the more joy he experienced from these discoveries, the more I began to share in it. And the more I shared in them, the more it felt like I had a hand in controlling what we did.
Stranger still, more and more of his memories became mine. I began to remember my home back in Venice, my sisters, my father begging his friend Niccolò to let his fool of a son accompany him on his pilgrimage east.
It was strange to remember a past I had not lived yet somehow could almost touch. There was my long journey, befriending Marco along the way yet always secretly jealous of him and the easy way he carried himself. It was followed by eight long years of boredom, being relegated to the position of bookkeeper to Kublai, the Khagan who ruled from the light. My fear of him had been great but now, seeing what I had become, he seemed small and insignificant, especially compared to his uncle’s might.
Ögedei was the true Khagan, ruling with an iron fist from the shadows. Kublai, I now saw, was nothing but a mortal puppet. And what kind of fool did that make me, having acted as his lapdog for all those years?
As I remembered these things, I howled from within my mind, wishing to return to Shangdu and show this false Khagan what I had become. I wanted to reveal to Niccolò, Marco, and even that pig Ahmad the power that was now at my disposal. It was all within my capabilities. I could reduce the royal city to a graveyard, one in which the roads ran slick with blood.
But the other part of me, the part that held sway during the moments when the hunger was kept at bay, forced those thoughts away. To do so, he reasoned, would be wrong. Kublai had been the one to show me the wonders his uncle commanded. Niccolò and Marco were friends, not food.
As for Ahmad, the other Khagan’s chief bookmaker ... well, perhaps one day I’d meet him again. If so, his life would be in my hands to end or spare as I so pleased.
Feh! Such weak thoughts. But there was more to it than that. There was the underlying worry that to do such a thing would anger the great Khagan. Fear was at least something I could understand enough so that I didn’t push the other – myself – to act upon these base urges ... for the time being, anyway.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
I had thought I knew how to fight. Though memories of my old life quickly grew dull and hazy, I remembered that I had been good at it. My victories outweighed my defeats by a great number. I was swift of foot and savage with my claws and teeth.
But here savagery was not enough, or so it would seem. Raw primal rage was key when your opponents were nothing but mindless beasts. However, against thinking foes, ones who understood strategy, it was pathetic at best.
It didn’t help that the other who I shared this mind and body with had been many things in his life – traveler, merchant, tax assessor, lover. Warfare, though, was not amongst his talents.
Sukh, one of the Khagan’s trusted soldiers, took great pride in showing me just how little I knew.
Night after night beneath the desert moon, I found myself thrown to and fro, landing upon the sand and rocks more times that I cared to admit, until my body was left broken and aching.
“Again!” he commanded each time. “Or you can lie there like a dog until the sun rises.”
That was the way of the Khagan.
Though Ögedei or any of the seasoned warriors who served him could have commanded me to my feet, forced me to fight whether or not I wished to continue, they never did. In fact, after that first night in which I awoke mad with hunger, I was seldom if ever compelled.
“Why?” I finally asked Sukh one night after being beaten to a pulp for what felt like the thousandth time. By then, I wasn’t entirely sure who the question had come from – me or the other, as our thoughts had begun to align from time to time. “Why not just order me to my feet? Why not command me to keep fighting, force me to be obedient?”
Sukh actually laughed at my question and then, for the first time, he offered me a hand to help me to my feet.
Wary of this being a trick, I tentatively took hold but was surprised when there came no attack to show me the error of trusting a foe. Instead, he led me to an outcropping overlooking a long, lonely stretch of grasslands and there he sat down.
“I see the dog has finally thought to question why he is not whipped more often,” he said with a laugh.
My other half found this humorous, ironic considering the beating we’d just taken. Almost as if to remind me, one of my ribs snapped back into place inside my chest, my healing finally beginning to compensate.
As my other inwardly smirked, I instead sought clarification. “And why not? You are well within your power to command me. Wouldn’t that be easier than waiting for me to pull myself to my feet time and again?”
It was still strange how inside our shared mind I considered us to be two beings, yet when either of us spoke, we did so as one.
Sukh nodded before turning back toward the seemingly endless plains before us. “I once asked the very same question, not long after I awoke to embrace the night.” He glanced at me and once again chuckled. “Although I did not require having my backside thrown into the dirt nearly as many times.”
I grinned back, pushing aside the humility of my countless defeats as, in truth, I was finally starting to block some of his strikes. “And what were you told?”
“The Khagan of Shadows is wise indeed. It is what made him a great ruler back when he still strode beneath the sun and it is what will allow him to rule these lands for generations to come.” He pulled a goat skin off his belt, one filled with blood, then took a sip before passing it to me. “He told me that our kind inhabit lands far beyond the confines of his empire, even further west than where you came from. And many of them indeed do as you have wondered – they force their will upon their followers.”
“But the Khagan does not?”
“No.”
“But if the others are quick to do so, then perhaps that means...”
Sukh silenced me with a blow to the back of the head, not hard, just enough for me to realize the lesson was not yet done. “Any master can whip his dogs into obedience. And those dogs will obey. Fear is a powerful thing, but the loyalty it instills is a false one. For if the master should falter, then will those same dogs not hesitate to turn upon him and tear his throat out?”
I considered this then nodded. He wasn’t wrong.
“But a dog who respects its master, loves him even, will protect him long after he has grown too old and feeble to raise a hand in anger.”
“I understand what you mean, but our master will never grow old or feeble.”
“True, but that makes it even more important. For even as the strength of our master grows with each passing year so, too, does ours. And though we may never equal him, it is possible one day we shall grow strong enough to resist his call. The Khagan understands this where others, even those mightier than he, do not.”
“Mightier than him? But surely...”
Another blow upside the head stilled my tongue. “You will not speak of this freely, not if you wish to keep your head, but there are those among our kind who have lived for millennia. Vast is their reach and power. When my lord was first turned they wished to control him, as they do their own vassals. But the Khagan is wise. He foresaw their treachery and outsmarted them. For though their power is great, it is still finite. More importantly, it is nothing compared to the strength of a true ruler. For what good is it to control a thousand men if ten thousand more are still waiting to loose their arrows at you?”
“So, he defeated them?”
“No. But he was able to stalemate them. The First, as they are called, are vengeful creatures, but they have the benefit of the ages on their side. They accepted our lord’s warning – that they could never hope to command his armies without his cooperation – for power respects power. But that does not mean they forgot his impudence or forgave it. Even now, it is almost certain they plot to take what is rightfully his and make it their own. But for now they stay their hand, no doubt waiting for our lord to grow complacent.”
The other inside of me was aghast at the politics of treachery, but it was something I understood. Predators and prey. You were only the former until something stronger came along and made you into its food source. That was how it was here. If these so-called First were as powerful as Sukh was claiming, then they must be terrifying indeed. But against the might of an entire empire?
Even so, I understood enough to know the Khagan was playing a dangerous game.
“Why tell me this?” I asked him – the question, interestingly enough, coming from us both.
“Why do you think the Khagan turned you?” he replied with a laugh. “He has more than enough foot soldiers to command or concubines to satisfy his needs.” He stood and stretched, taking the goatskin back. “You are … a unique opportunity for him – a traveler from afar, from the very continent that serves as their seat of power.”
“Their seat of...”
Another smack to the head reminded me I was there to listen not speak. Sukh’s dog comparison from earlier was beginning to make more and more sense.
“You are from those distant lands, yet you alone of your caravan have shown a curiosity for the darkness. The Khagan gave you a choice because he wished to see what you would pick. Had you been a coward, you would have filled his belly with your blood while your body was fed to the pigs. But you chose to become one of us. Though you may not yet know it, that speaks to a boldness inside of you, one which the Khagan plans to utilize.”
“But how?”
Sukh grinned, showing off his sharp teeth. “As his emissary, of course.”
I had thought our talk signaled the beginning of a new chapter in my life. Indeed, excitement filled me as my other half longed to once again set out in search of adventure.
In truth, though, my training had just begun. The Khagan of Shadows, son of the great Genghis, wanted me as his emissary, yes, but first, he fully intended to make sure I could survive in this harsh world.
And he was right to do so. For, despite all the power at my disposal, I was beginning to understand I was far from invincible.




CHAPTER 3

Two long years passed. With each skill I learned, a new challenge would then be thrown my way. The pupil would become the master, only to become the pupil once again. Grappling gave way to swords. Swords transitioned to bows. And bows led to tracking and survival.
Gradually, I was given greater freedom. I was even once allowed to travel back to Shangdu and visit with dear Niccolò. As far as he was concerned, I had merely been reassigned – doing the same drudging bookkeeping as before, only elsewhere. If only he knew what had truly befallen me he would have likely defecated in his own leggings, but that was not to be. Only Kublai and his innermost court were allowed to know of our true nature. To do otherwise would have been to risk his wrath and, though my fear of the man himself was now tempered, I was wise enough to respect the power at his disposal.
As time passed, I was even allowed brief audiences alone with Ögedei, my sire. In those moments he mostly asked about my training, no doubt to see if I were making progress. If anything, he was as aloof to me as he was generous to his mortal family, something I witnessed on more than a few occasions. Interesting that he elevated them above the rest of the cattle, but I understood nevertheless and bore him no ill will. Besides, I was privy to all the wonders of Karakorum that the world at large was not – including the Khagan’s pet dragon, the very beast whose rumored existence had first steered my mortal half down this path.
I also began to realize that I’d grown more in those few years than I had for centuries prior. I came to understand there was more to life than the hunt. Food was in abundant supply, so the hunger was easily kept at bay. I eventually even learned to feed without killing our cattle, a concept I would never have guessed at in the time before.
Interestingly enough, with each passing month, as our training continued, I began to see the other whom I shared this body with not as a rival or an enemy, but as simply another facet of my being. In truth, it was becoming harder and harder to discern where he ended and I began ... at least in our normal day to day duties. But there were moments, such as feeding or combat training, when I knew it was me who had taken charge. Likewise, there were times when I was content to fully cede control and watch from a corner of our shared mind.
So passed my nights until one day, close to sundown. Sukh, who I had come to regard as a friend, approached me carrying a pack of supplies. “Come. We must travel to the west.”
“West?” I asked, my unbeating heart nearly jumping into my throat. Was this it? Was my training finally complete and my task as an emissary at hand?
“To the mountains,” he replied, squashing that hope.
Still, this was something new.
“To their mountains,” he added, a slight tremor in his voice, one that almost made him sound afraid.
“Their mountains?”
“It is time you learned.” He turned away from me, perhaps so that I couldn’t see his face. “There are some places even the dead should fear.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
This wasn’t some mere training exercise; it was a scouting mission. I was being brought along as the junior member of the expedition, yes, but apparently the Khagan, with Sukh’s input, had decided that I was ready to prove my worth. I was told our party was to be four strong in total: Sukh, myself, and two other seasoned warriors – Jochi and Batu.
However, when I arrived at the armory, I was surprised to find Sukh standing there dressed no better than a beggar. The two other warriors were likewise clad in rags. Though I and the other I shared this body with occasionally differed in our thoughts, we were united at that moment in our mutual confusion.
Before I could give voice to this, fearful that we had somehow offended the Khagan and were being cast out, Sukh handed me a straw-wrapped walking stick. I took it, immediately feeling the weight that lay at its center. Pushing aside the covering, I saw it was actually a spear, hidden so as to appear benign to the naked eye.
“But why...”
“It is time for your next lesson,” Sukh told me as he and the others hid knives and other weapons upon themselves. “You know of our existence now, but before you were ignorant. The Khagan chose you because he sensed you were bold enough to peer through the curtain that divides our worlds. Not many are or even wish to be. Our lord rules from the shadows because he understands that cattle are skittish, stupid things. They frighten easily. In small numbers that is of little concern, but frighten enough and they will stampede.”
“Is that why we’re to dress like this?”
“Precisely. Our business out there is best dealt with from the darkness, so we shall do our duty and do it well, but in a way that draws little attention to us. Let the people believe the seat of power sits in Shangdu. Let them think they are safe from all but the evils of their fellow men. That is something they can understand. And what they understand helps keep them docile until we need them to be otherwise.”
My other half seemed to understand this better than I did, but I chose not to press the issue. Besides, whether gleaming armor or peasant rags, what mattered was venturing out and showing my fellows, and my Khagan, that I was ready.
For once they were convinced of my competency, then I would be free to see what this world truly had to offer.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
The first leg of our journey required little stealth on our part. As such, we rode out under cover of darkness, utilizing the mighty war horses that the Khagan’s troops employed with such lethal effectiveness, covering many miles before the horizon began to lighten.
We came upon an encampment of soldiers just before dawn, seeking shelter within their gers as the sun came up.
They welcomed us, fed us, then left us alone as our business was not for their ears. I began to understand what Sukh had meant about loyalty. Not a single compulsion was heard uttered. The soldiers, drinkers of blood like us, simply accepted our mission without question.
Once settled in for the day, Sukh explained over a cup of fresh blood that this would represent the last of our earthly comforts until either we returned to Karakorum or our ashes became one with the desert.
“From here we go on foot with only the weapons we can carry. If any should see us, they should think us beggars or brigands.”
“What about food?” I asked.
“We will survive and feed by our wits alone … or we will go hungry.”
Sukh unfurled a map of the region, pointing his finger at a spot near the base of the mountains. “Here. This village. Our scouts have said it now lies in ruin. We are to go there, find any survivors, assess what happened … and then prepare an appropriate response.”
From the looks of the others, it seemed they already had their own suspicions as to what had happened.
“Bandits?” I replied. It was well known that Shangdu had enemies. And though a large scale invasion seemed unlikely, small incursions were common, especially for remote villages such as our destination.
Batu shook his head. “Almaslar.”
I’d heard that word before, but mostly in whispers by the children of Shangdu. “Very well. Who are these Almaslar, and why are they foolish enough to wage war on our lands?”
“Not war,” Sukh said. “Never war. Such a thing would violate the great treaty.”
“What great treaty?”
“The treaty of Humbaba, signed ages ago by our people and the forerunners of the Almaslar. It is all that keeps this world from being drowned in blood. Yet it is a fragile peace, one which our enemies are constantly testing.”
“But it is peace nevertheless,” Jochi said. “It is why they choose to prey upon an insignificant village nobody cares about and also why we must respond as beggars, not soldiers.”
“By we you mean...”
“The children of the night. Drinkers of blood.”
I took a sip from my cup, nourishing yet not nearly as satisfying as that taken from live cattle. “If this peace is so fragile, then why doesn’t Karakorum respond with a full war party?”
Sukh chuckled. “Because there is nothing to be gained. Either the enemy would see us far in advance and retreat back to the mountains, or they would stand their ground and stain the desert with the blood of good men. By doing it this way, we ensure neither will happen. They will not see us coming. And if they should prevail over us, then the Khagan suffers no loss of face.”
That caught my attention more than anything else. What could possibly hope to prevail over creatures of the night such as us?
My other found such an idea worrisome, but I couldn’t lie to myself. Though growing dim, the memory of the hunt was still within me. And because of that, I couldn’t help but be excited for what was to come.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
First, I had to survive the drudgery of the coming days, though. Sukh hadn’t lied when he’d said the encampment would be the last comfort we’d experience along the way. We moved by night, stopping only to feed – and even then it was only upon the vermin found within these lands, coupled with the occasional dog too stupid to know better.
During the day, we sought shelter where we could. But as we got closer to the mountains and the grasslands gave way to rocks and sand, we were forced to suffer the indignity of burying ourselves alive in the dirt until our keen senses told us it was safe to emerge. The only benefit was that the muck and grime of the ground served to better disguise us as the rabble we sought to pass ourselves off as.
By the time we reached the village, nestled in the shadow of the mountains looming above it, one might’ve easily mistaken us for little more than a band of savages, on the lookout for throats to cut.
However, it seemed we were too late for even that.
Sukh had explained on the way that this was a village loyal to the great Khagan. Not all children of the night were soldiers. Some were simple folk, tending crops and raising goats and cattle – actual cattle – to feed upon. Not too long ago this village had been full of such people. Now, though, there was nothing but dust, dirt and a foul odor that permeated the air.
Their gers had been knocked down and trampled. The livestock had been either killed or run off. And the few humans who had lived among them were found with their necks snapped.
Of far greater interest to me, though, were the footprints – twice the size of a man’s, larger in some cases.
Jochi saw me inspecting a few and simply said that word again, “Almaslar.”
“What do we do?”
“We hunt them before they hunt us.”
Daylight would be breaking soon, so I assumed that meant the hunt would resume once the sun was down – especially as Sukh had busied himself building a fire in one of the gers that still partially stood.
I was wrong.
Sukh had no interest in staying in the village during the day, despite the readiness of shelter.
Instead he uncorked one of his skins, one I hadn’t seen him drink from before. He upended the contents, pouring a generous splash of the clear liquid onto himself. For a moment, I thought he might simply be washing off the dirt and grime that had accumulated on his person, but then he handed it to Batu who did the same, followed by Jochi.
When it was my turn, I raised an eyebrow to which he said, “Breathe deep and smell the air.”
I could tell my other wanted to ask why. He was always questioning everything. However, I merely did as told, nearly retching as the reek in the air hit my senses like a boot to the face.
“Push past the foul odor to what lies beneath.”
I didn’t know what this lesson entailed, only that I’d surely be chastised if I failed it, so I did as he wished, digging deeper with my senses until I was able to force myself past whatever ungodly scent lingered in the air, focusing on anything else but it. There were the smells of this place: blood, ash, dried yak dung, rotting viscera, the cold embers of long dead fires, but that was all.
I opened my mouth to give voice to this, not understanding what I was supposed to be looking for, when my other took control again.
“You ... have no ... I can’t smell you, any of you.”
Sukh smiled and once again handed me the goatskin, his lesson now painfully obvious. “Manticore venom,” he said. “For the hunt.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Sukh’s wisdom became apparent not too long after we were forced to seek shelter from the sun. The mountain provided us shade and cover for more of the day than I was expecting, until the sun passed its zenith. I could see why the villagers had settled where they had.
By then we were high enough so that the village below looked tiny from our vantage point, as we hid in a shallow alcove in the rocks.
It wasn’t just the sun we were hiding from, though.
Sukh gestured that we remain silent as we settled in. I asked why, albeit in the barest of whispers, as the air felt strangely heavy in that place.
“We are in their domain now,” he replied before falling silent, the look in his eyes telling me I would be wise to do the same.
Long hours passed, leaving me certain I would soon go mad from the inactivity. That had been one benefit of my long years as an unthinking predator. As a creature of instinct, time held little meaning outside of the growl of a hungry belly. However, with thought came the concept of boredom … and what a torture it was. I would have sooner had my guts emptied onto the ground than deal with waiting. Even as my other laughed at me inside my head, I swore that if something didn’t happen soon, I’d...
All at once, the lingering stench that had been in the village below hit my nostrils, except it was no longer lingering. This was fresh and growing stronger by the moment. It took all my willpower not to empty my stomach upon the ground, but again something in Sukh’s gaze told me that silence was not only golden, it was essential to our survival.
The smell became almost unbearable, but then came the sounds – breathing as well as deep-throated grunts.
That’s when I saw the first of them pass by our shelter. Before then I had thought our kind the apex predators of this world. Yes, the Khagan had a captive dragon in his citadel but, fierce as it was, I had never seen another, leading me to believe them rare.
The sight of this brute, though, chilled me to the bone. Twice the size of a man and likely three times as heavy, it walked on two legs, covered in dusty brown fur. And it wasn’t alone.
Almost half a dozen of its fellows, all equally as massive, joined it.
Though my other was terrified, I found my fear giving way to fascination. Ponderous as these monsters appeared, they made almost no sound as they passed. Who would have ever thought something so large could move with such stealth? It was impressive.
They were also ... familiar. I couldn’t say how or why, but there was something about them that called to me, as if I’d seen them before. But that was ridiculous. How could I have seen beasts such as these and not remember them? It was a preposterous thought, and yet somehow it rang true.
What was far truer, though, even more than the sense of familiarity in the back of my mind, was the thrill of the challenge. The old me, the one I thought I’d left behind when I was dragged to this world, awoke, recognizing the hunt for what it was. It may have been different now, but it was still the hunt.
And fearsome as these brutes were, we were the true predators here.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
As the sun finally set and we took off in pursuit of the beasts, I realized the wisdom of Sukh’s plan and why he’d set the fire below, the rising smoke still visible from our spot high above. His goal was to draw out these brutes, have them return to the scene of their crime. Their victory in the village below had been complete, likely making them arrogant as they continued down the slope, no doubt expecting to easily murder whoever had been foolish enough to return.
Instead, we drew our weapons and hurried after them, doing our best to remain silent but knowing we had the high ground if they heard us.
The beasts – the Almaslar, as Batu had called them – were easy enough to track despite their stealth. Perhaps in a forest, or higher up in the mountains where the rocks offered camouflage, it would’ve been difficult to see them before it was too late. But higher up on the slope and with mostly open surface between us, their massive forms were easy to make out.
Sure enough, I’d been right. The pace at which they carried themselves spoke of arrogance. There was no caution in their gait as they neared level ground.
It would be their downfall.
Pushing my other to the side, I took over, darkening my eyes and letting my fangs descend in anticipation of the kill.
To my left, Sukh nodded almost imperceptibly, but it was enough for the others.
Jochi was the first to attack, taking off at a run and throwing caution to the wind as he picked up speed and leapt, letting the slope of the mountain carry him the rest of the way.
He landed upon one of the beasts, burying his twin swords in its back. It let out a stunted cry before falling to the ground.
Batu was hot on his heels. As the next of the beasts turned to face us, he was there to drive his spear through its mouth and out the back of its head, evening the odds between us.
“Come, prove your worth,” Sukh cried, although whether he was shouting it to me as he took off running, or to our foes, I did not know.
Truth be told, I didn’t really care.
I followed, spear in hand and two daggers sheathed in my belt.
By then, our advantage of surprise had been used up. The four remaining beasts turned to face us. Two of them scooped up heavy rocks from the ground while a third engaged with Sukh.
That left one for me.
I raced forward, spear held high as the beast reared up to its full height, able to look me in the eye despite my high ground advantage.
I met its gaze and ... skidded to a halt just outside its reach.
Something in its eyes was familiar. It peered at me, one apex predator to another, and suddenly the old me stirred to life once again. For a moment, I was back in that primeval forest, hunting, killing, and surviving.
And all at once I understood. Even as my other screamed out in our head, trying to wrest control and do something, I realized I’d seen eyes just like this beast’s before. The body was different as was the form, but a predator could always recognize one of their own. Somehow, the spirit that inhabited this brute was another of my kind, a creature that had once hunted those same lands as I had.
“W-we’re the same,” I sputtered. “We...”
“T’lunta!” the beast cried. If it recognized me as a brother, it showed no indication. Instead, it stepped forward and batted the spear out of my hands even as my other cried out silently that I’d doomed us both.
A massive fist caught me in the chest, shattering my ribs and sending me flying back onto the rocky ground where I could do little more than cough up blood and lie there, waiting for the end.
Shocked at the revelation of what had not only happened, but what I’d learned, I could do nothing – allowing my other to once more take control as he tried to shift my broken body enough to draw the other weapons I’d brought.
Even in my stunned state, I realized he was going to be too late.
I stared up into the beast’s eyes as it advanced upon me, massive fists raised over its brutish head. At first, I thought perhaps the burden of awareness had not been gifted to this creature when it came into this world, that it was now like I had once been – obsessed with the hunt and nothing else. But then I realized its gaze was not the impassionate glare of a predator looking only to feed. What stared back at me was a mix of pure unadulterated hatred coupled with disgust. Whatever perceived slight I had done to this creature or its fellows, it had made this personal.
There would be no mercy or second chances in this place. This creature meant to end me. I didn’t know what that meant for the other I shared this body with, but I could only hope to once again be reborn in the forest primeval – hopefully free of these thoughts, so as to once more enjoy the blissful ignorance of the hunt.
It was not to be, though.
Before the beast could crush my broken body to pulp, Sukh raced in, abandoning his fight so as to save his unworthy student. He swung his sword expertly, taking both of the beast’s arms off at the elbow, his blade biting through its muscled flesh like it was little more than rice paper.
The creature staggered back, mortally wounded, giving Sukh the opportunity to drive his sword deep into its chest, putting it out of both our misery.
He turned toward me once the deed was done. “There will be time enough to rest when you are dead. Drag your worthless self to your feet and...”
Sukh never got a chance to finish. The top portion of his head ruptured from the heavy stone which impacted it, thrown by the very beast he’d abandoned so as to save me.
For a few seconds, Sukh’s one remaining eye glared down at me, confusion the only emotion present. I almost wished it had been anger or disappointment, but there was nothing else there. He was already gone. Then his head, along with the rest of him, exploded into ash, settling onto the rocky ground as if he’d never been there to begin with.
He’d been perhaps my first friend in this new world, and now he was gone forever. What a concept. Though my other had been aware of the finite life afforded the beings of this world, never before had I considered it. And now that I finally did, it was too late … and not just for me.
Distracted by Sukh’s death, Batu dropped his guard for a moment, no more, only for the hairy brute he’d been battling to fall upon him, using its superior size and reach to force him to the ground.
The beast closed one massive hand around Batu’s face and began to bash the back of his head into the rocks beneath him. Within seconds his body, too, became nothing more than ash.
Mind-numbing fear started to seep forth from my other’s consciousness even as my body finally began to repair some of the damage that had been done to it. So intense was the feeling of despair that it threatened to overtake us both, but the predator I’d once been – enraged by Sukh’s sacrifice – knew that was as good as a death sentence.
Back in the endless forest of my home, the end came for us all, but that didn’t mean we took it lying down. Honor had meant nothing in that place, so too the notion of a good death was a meaningless concept. However, that didn’t mean there was no such thing as a satisfying death, knowing you’d done everything you could to take your enemy with you.
Forcing myself to remember those days, I let the beast inside me take over.
As for my other, the choice I gave him was a simple one.
Stay out of the way.
Summoning my strength, I rose from the ground, drawing my daggers as Jochi cut his foe’s legs out from under it before burying his blade halfway through its massive neck.
That left two of us against two of them, even numbers if not exactly good odds.
A heavy rock came flying at me from the same brute that had felled Sukh, but I saw it coming in time and ducked, reaching Jochi’s side as we turned to face our two remaining foes.
“Remember your training,” he whispered. “And if you must die, die well.” Then he turned to face the two nightmares standing before us. “Why have you broken our treaty?”
I didn’t expect much from the rampaging beasts except perhaps gibberish, but to my surprise the larger of the two spoke.
“T’lunta weak! Those who follow treaty weak! We show them. We prove to others!”
Before I could fully understand what it meant by that, both creatures charged, their massive strides covering the distance between us in only a few steps.
That was fine by me, though. I let my instincts take over as I raced to meet the one closest me, moving inside its reach and slashing one of my daggers across its ribs. It was a shallow wound at best, barely drawing a grunt of pain from the creature, but the smell of its blood emboldened me. Large as these monstrosities were, they weren’t unbeatable. For, as Sukh had once told me, what was a tree compared to the axe wielded against it?
I sidestepped around to its backside, slashing it again. It was large and powerful, but I was smaller and nimbler, allowing me to dodge and weave through its defenses.
Bloodlust began to take hold of me, winning out over caution, and I leapt at the creature’s neck, hoping to bury my fangs in its flesh and bathe in its lifeblood.
It was a mistake. My attack was sloppy, uncoordinated, and I paid the price as I was backhanded away like a gnat.
I flew through the air before landing, crying out as my skin was painfully erased by the rocky ground.
What a fool I was to think myself a match for these beasts. There was a kinship between us, this much I was certain of, but where I was hindered by this weak body, they were not. Whatever accident had dragged us to this world had been much kinder to them, leaving them true predators in this...
We can’t give up. Jochi needs us.
Jochi is dead, I replied inside our shared mind. Soon we will be, too.
My other began to protest, but I knew he saw it was true. Jochi was having slightly better luck with his Almaslar but only by the barest margin. The beast tore off his right arm, even as his left gutted it, dropping its steaming intestines to the ground.
With its final act, it wrenched his head back, snapping his spine like a twig, before collapsing onto the ashes Jochi’s body left behind.
I forced myself back up to find I was now alone. The remaining Almaslar was ripping a boulder from the ground, one no doubt intended to finish me off.
At least I would die on my feet. As good a death as I could hope...
No! It’s not over yet.
Don’t be a fool. I can’t beat it.
No, you can’t, my other replied, but you’re not alone.
I...
You have me. We have each other. Lend me your power and let us work together.
It seemed a foolish gambit, a way to do nothing more than delay the inevitable but, I realized as the beast hurled the stone our way, a few more minutes of life was perhaps worth the effort.
I dove to the side, not caring whether sand or dirt bit into my raw skin, demanding to know what my other had in mind.
Savagery alone won’t win this, he said from inside our head, but if we combine it with the skills we’ve been taught, then maybe we have a chance.
He force-fed me images from our time spent training, making me relive Sukh’s many lessons at the speed of thought. Power and skill, strength combined with cunning and speed.
That was it. I couldn’t match this beast’s raw physical power, but maybe I didn’t need to. What I’d done had been enough to wound it, but I’d been foolish about it. I’d let the predator take over, even knowing I was outmatched, when instead I should have kept a clear head.
Willing my other to the forefront, I let him take control, focusing just enough of my rage into him to keep us from foundering.
I dodged another blow from one of the beast’s massive fists, ducking low and burying a dagger into the back of its leg where it became stuck in the bone.
My other warned me not to focus on it, to keep moving even as the monstrosity stumbled.
The Almaslar reached out, seeking to crush me with its massive hands and in the process over-balanced itself.
Now!
Sidestepping it, I buried my remaining dagger into its other leg and pushed, toppling it to the ground.
This was it. My weapons were gone, but I realized I no longer needed them. This body I inhabited, it was a weapon unto itself.
Strategy had given me the advantage. Now it was time for savagery to take over.
I leapt onto the beast and yanked its head back. Sukh had taught me how to snap a man’s neck from such a position, but my other cautioned there was no way I’d be able to do so before the beast could counterattack, massive and muscled as it was.
That was okay. It had much softer spots that I could use to my advantage.
Loosing my claws, I dragged my talons across its eyes, blinding it and causing it to cry out in both pain and rage. But that was merely a distraction, something to draw its attention while I tore its throat out with my teeth.
The predator inside me took over – overwhelmed by pain, anger, and the smell of hot blood spilling out onto the rocks beneath us. I mentally shoved my other away so I could busy my fangs in the dying beast’s flesh and claim the prize I’d been...
Ugh!
I backed away gagging, the awful taste of the Almaslar’s blood instantly erasing the hunger from my mind but, at the same time, making me cognizant of the fact that I’d won.
I’d done it. I stood triumphant over the remains of my enemies, but it had been a costly victory, leaving me all alone on the now empty battlefield.




CHAPTER 4

1315

I lay in bed within the nearly empty room, ruminating on that first encounter with the Almaslar, as I often did. From that moment on, my relationship with the Khagan had changed. I’d proven myself and had subsequently become more in his eyes.
It hadn’t merely been due to winning that fight. That had been nothing more than survival, something even a cornered animal could have accomplished. No. It had been the message I’d sent our enemies afterward. I’d taken the remainder of that night, and then the next, to drag the corpses of each of my fallen foes back up the mountain, past where we’d hidden in wait for them. Up I’d gone, until I began to see signs – footprints and rocks piled in unnatural ways – that told me I’d reached the boundary of their lands.
It was there I’d impaled their remains as a warning to the rest.
The beast who’d spoken to us had given me the idea. Its words, that those who followed the treaty were weak, told me that perhaps it had been part of an offshoot group looking to sow discord and embolden others of its kind. Destroying a village under the Khagan’s protection was nothing more than a message to its people that we were ripe for conquest.
It was only fair then that I return their message with one of my own.
Upon reaching Karakorum and relaying to the Khagan what I’d done, things had changed. My training was considered complete. I was given better quarters, unfettered access to the city, and both food and women whenever I so desired.
The Khagan began to send me on more missions – some to Shangdu, but more to the far reaches of his realm until, at long last, he decided it was time for me to perform the duty I’d originally been turned for: to be his emissary to the outside world.
My orders were simple. I was to represent Karakorum’s interests in the greater realm of our brothers and sisters in darkness. Should anything of importance be learned, I was to dispatch word of it back to the Khagan.
Before leaving, I was given several compulsions by both my master and his closest advisors. However, in keeping with his philosophy, these weren’t meant to bend my will. They were weaving a subtle tapestry inside my mind, one that would let them know if – upon my eventual return – I had been compromised by others more powerful than myself.
It was a prudent course of action and one I didn’t object to.
By then, I had long since stopped thinking of myself as two separate beings. The other inside my body simply became another aspect of me, albeit one which I was still occasionally at odds with.
In many ways, the predator I’d once been was now a thing of the past. My memories of the endless forest were little more than misty dreams of a time now barely remembered. If anything, my other’s former life felt far more natural in my mind these days, and the longing he felt for his childhood home had become ours to share.
Fortunately for that sake, the Khagan’s instructions had been fairly broad with regards to how I chose to carry them out. So it was that I decided it was time to return home. The Khagan and those I was to act as his emissary for were all immortal, as was I. It wasn’t unreasonable to assume we could all afford a bit of patience with regards to my duties.
Besides, it had been over forty years since I’d left Venice, nearly a lifetime, yet I looked no different than I had when the Khagan had first sunk his fangs into my throat. Indeed, I was the very last of our expedition to depart from the land of the Mongols, Marco and Niccolò having been given their leave by Kublai some twenty years earlier. Hell, Kublai himself was now fifteen years in the grave, having spurned his uncle’s offer to join him in darkness.
So much had changed. Yet, as my ship neared its destination, the lights of my birth city seemed the same as always. Watching them from a distance, my unbeating heart swelled and the years seemed to fall away as if I’d never left home at all.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Though I couldn’t seek them out directly, as they wouldn’t understand how I held onto the vigor of youth, I sent out inquiries regarding my old friends, learning that Marco had taken a wife and that, sadly my mentor Niccolò had passed from this world.
Regretful as that was, I tried not to let it bring me down. After all, he’d led a good life full of adventure and travel, and – from what I’d heard – had returned home quite wealthy.
Nevertheless, I would’ve liked to have told him goodbye and given him my thanks for all he’d done for me. It was still strange for me to feel such things. Though the other part of me had long understood loss and longing, this had been my first experience with it since Sukh’s death.
Rather than let myself dwell on this strange emptiness inside me, I instead decided to focus on the family I’d never met yet somehow knew all the same.
Thankfully, Niccolò was not the only one who had returned from the East much better off than he’d left. The Khagan had supplied me with a great many gifts so that when the time came to introduce myself to the dark masters of this continent, I could do so as a warrior befitting his regime and not as some undying pauper.
I convinced the captain who’d brought me the final step of the journey – a man who asked few questions once his hand had been graced with coin – to take an extended stay at port and allow me to keep the cabin I’d rented. I’d considered a room within the city but knew how people talked. It wouldn’t be long before word got out of the stranger who only ventured forth at night. Thankfully, men of the sea understood the value of discretion.
I sent runners into the city by day when I could not leave my shelter, seeking information on my family. Alas, they brought back word that my father’s shop was now in another’s hands. But still I persisted, being not so foolish as to think all would be as I left it. Eventually my patience paid off when, a few days later, a messenger returned with news that they’d located one of my sisters.
It should not have come as a surprise to learn that Maddalena had long since married and moved on, but I found myself eager to learn of her new life as well as tell her of my journeys. Remembering the joy she had once taken from simple surprises, I sent a man ahead of me with gifts and a message to let her know to expect a visitor after sundown.
The deed done, I prepared myself.
It had been a long time since I’d worn the dress of my country, having grown accustomed to dressing as one of the Khagan’s court, so it took me longer than anticipated to ready myself, not helped by the excited trembling in my hands. But finally I was ready to set out onto the streets of my birth city.
It was a cool night, not that such things bothered me any longer. The hottest desert or the coldest mountaintop might offer me discomfort, but neither were a threat. Nor was anyone who walked these streets – not that any accosted me along the way.
That was good because I quickly became lost in my thoughts, marveling at all that had changed and all that hadn’t. In some ways, it was as if Venice were a city stuck in time and, soon enough, I felt as if I were doing little more than returning home from an evening stroll with a pretty girl.
So lost in the past was I, that when I finally reached Maddalena’s home, I fully expected to find her waiting for me as she had in our youth.
Imagine my surprise then when the door was answered by her, looking the same as I remembered.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Despite having been bonded to my other for nearly four decades, a part of me still didn’t fully grasp the concept of mortality. So it was that the oneness we shared was momentarily disrupted by the sheer surprise my other showed at seeing his sister’s familiar face.
“Maddalena?”
Even as the question slipped out, I saw that I was wrong. Though this girl greatly resembled her, there were subtle differences. She was thinner and her hair was lighter than I remembered. Also, as the shock passed, I realized this girl was even younger than my sister had been all those long years ago.
The child giggled and replied, “I’m afraid you have me confused with my grandmother, sir. I am Nicoletta.”
Grandmother?!
That should have come as no surprise at all. My sister would have to be in her late fifties by now and here I’d been expecting to find her in the prime of youth. Such a romantic fool I was.
“Who’s at the door, you stupid sow?” a man’s voice called from inside, causing me to bristle. Almost immediately a shadow fell over Nicoletta’s face.
“I’m sorry, sir,” she quickly said, her voice trembling. “Who may I say is calling?”
“My name is Giacomo, I’m Maddalena’s...” I trailed off, realizing I needed to make up a lie. “I’m … the son of Maddalena’s brother.”
“You mean you’re my uncle?” Her eyes lit up at the question.
“I ... suppose so, yes.”
“Please come in. Mother, Father, and Grandmother will be so pleased to meet you.”
As it turned out, pleased wasn’t exactly the word I would have used.
Nicoletta’s mother, my niece if the family resemblance held, met me with reserved and downcast eyes, barely speaking above a whisper as she greeted me.
A few moments later, the reason why became apparent. Nicoletta led me into the sitting room where her father resided, apparently not bothered enough to rouse himself so as to greet me. From the look of the house and his attire, I would have guessed him a merchant – successful enough to have grown fat from his trade but not so rich as to keep him from becoming resentful and bitter.
“And who are you?” he asked, his pig-like eyes narrowed at me.
“This is my uncle Giacomo,” Nicoletta replied. “He...”
“I didn’t ask you, did I?” the man, for whom Nicoletta thankfully bared no resemblance, barked. “Go help your mother with dinner.” He then rose to face me. “I suppose that explains the messenger from earlier and why you’ve come calling at this late hour. Let me guess. You think the sole virtue of being related to my wife gives you an instant invitation to my dinner table?”
“If it’s no bother,” I replied.
“It is. I have no quarter for strangers who show up with tales of fancy.”
“Tales of fancy?”
“My wife’s sow of a mother. We’ve all heard her stories about the brother who left home to go copulate with heathens and was never seen again. Poor bastard was probably eaten by those godless savages. And yet here you are, claiming to be his son.”
A strained grin spread across my face. “I can assure you my ... father was not eaten by savages. He lived a good, long life, as a matter of fact.”
“And then he somehow sired you, did he?”
“He married late,” I replied, inwardly amused at his choice of words.
The man, for whom I had yet to be introduced, narrowed his eyes further and stepped forward, glaring at me. For a moment my other panicked, as if this man was somehow able to smell my lie. But he simply scowled. “Funny. You don’t look like some half-breed savage to me. Guess you got lucky and didn’t take after those heretics.”
“My ... mother was the daughter of a retired shipmaster.”
“Hah! A sailor’s daughter. Almost as bad, if you ask me. Probably had a hot cock waiting for her in every port.”
He continued to stare as if daring me to say something, perhaps thinking his sizable girth was enough to intimidate me. However, being that my mother was entirely fictional, there was little need for me to take any offense at his insults. My calmness in the face of his crude statement only seemed to annoy him more.
“Giovanna!” he spat. “Tell your mother she has company, if it’s not too much trouble for her.”
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I was shown to the back parlor by my grandniece. There, I found my sister waiting for me. Sadly, the years had not been kind. Her hair was dull and limp and her face world-weary and lined. When I looked at her, it was as if all the fire had gone out of her eyes.
“Lena ... I mean, Aunt Maddalena?”
“My God,” she said upon seeing me, showing at last some sign of the life I knew her to once possess. “You are the spitting image of your father. A bit taller perhaps, but it’s as if I’m seeing him again after all these years.”
“Thank you. I feel the same... I mean, he told me all about you.”
“Oh,” she replied, looking away. “Those were better times, I’m afraid.” She managed a smile, revealing how few teeth she had left. “But come sit. This old woman gets so few visitors these days.”
At my prompting, my sister let me know what had happened since I – my father anyway – had left home. It turned out she had eventually married a simple farmer. Such a strange thing to imagine considering I seemed to recall the Lena I knew had a fondness for fancy suitors. But when she spoke of her husband, it was with such tenderness that I didn’t doubt that love had won out in the end.
Sadly, her luck hadn’t. Her daughter Giovanna was barely in her teens when illness swept across the country. Lena’s husband was taken not too long after, forcing her and the girl to go live with my father. Unfortunately, by then he was getting on in years. Knowing he wouldn’t be around forever and not wishing to see his eldest daughter and her child end up as paupers, he arranged a marriage for Giovanna with a well off merchant ... either not knowing or caring what an unfeeling pig he was pawning his granddaughter to, so long as they were cared for financially.
“Your grandfather passed not long after the wedding. Thankfully, Benetto was kind enough to let me live in his home out of respect for him.”
“And Olivia, my other sis ... aunt?”
“A nun in Florence, if you can believe that. Not that you’ve ever met her.”
I barely could, as the Olivia I remembered had never shown much interest in the church or its teachings.
So much has changed.
“Tell me about my brother,” she finally said, a hint of a smile playing out across her face, as if it had been some time since she’d had pleasant thoughts. “Was he happy?”
“Yes. He eventually came to be.”
“Oh?”
“At least after spending eight years doing the Khagan’s bookkeeping,” I said with a chuckle.
“Bookkeeping, you say? Why, I wouldn’t imagine those people would even know what a book was.”
“You would be surprised. We tend to think of anyone outside of Europe as savages, but they were quite...”
“Grandmother,” Nicoletta interrupted from the doorway. “Mother says dinner is ready. I hope you’re joining us, too, Uncle.”
“I would be honored to,” I said despite wondering how welcome I would be at Benetto’s table.
“We’ll be there in a moment, dear,” my sister replied.
“Please hurry. You know father gets cross if he’s made to wait.”
Perhaps it was me, but I thought the look in Nicoletta’s eyes spoke volumes to just how cross her father could be if he was so inclined. Though my other didn’t wish to think ill of this man whom we’d just met, a predator knew another predator when he saw one.
However, I also knew that not all predators lived for the thrill of the hunt. Some were scavengers, seeking to prey upon the old and weak. I had a feeling I knew which one this Benetto was.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Nothing I did seemed to please Benetto. When dinner was served, he eyed me suspiciously, as if afraid I might take more than my share. Then, when I ate only enough to be polite – human food offering me no more sustenance than a plank of wood – he glared as if I’d done a grave insult to his home, despite him having done no more to prepare this meal than sit his prodigious girth down to eat it.
“Is the food not to your liking?” my niece asked. “I would be happy to...”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Benetto roared, slapping a meaty fist onto the table. “If our table isn’t good enough for this son of a seafaring whore, then he can scrounge in the gutter like the other rats.”
Giovanna turned beet red, no doubt at the embarrassment her husband was causing, although she said nothing to him. Little by little, I was growing to despise the man.
“The food is excellent,” I said, hoping to stave off any strife for both the family I knew and those I had just met. “However, I have a sensitive stomach after my long journey back to Venice, so my appetite is not what it should be.”
It was only partially untrue. My entourage back to Europe had included several thralls. Sadly, the journey had not been kind to them. The rigors of travel, combined with illness and constant blood loss to sustain me, had meant the last of them had perished some days before reaching port.
Not wishing to cause a panic among the crew, I’d subsisted wholly on rats caught in the hold until such time as we’d docked and I’d been able to venture forth in search of more adequate sustenance.
“Hah! I hear they devour their own young in that godforsaken land,” Benetto said with a scoffing laugh. “You should drop to your knees before God and thank him you are allowed to eat with civilized people such as us. But do not think to make a habit out of it, at least in my home. If I wanted to feed beggars, I’d throw my food out the window for them.”
“I can assure you I have no need of charity, nor do I wish to impose. I merely hoped to...”
“I don’t care. Save your heathen lies for those who will be swayed by them.”
“Benetto,” Lena chided. “Please show some kindness to my nephew and your wife’s cousin. He’s come a long way and his father was a good man.”
“Not so good as to stay and do his duty to his family,” Benetto replied, turning his ire toward my sister. “If he had then maybe you wouldn’t be here suckling off my kindness like a leech.”
My instincts sparked to life as I saw the fire in Benetto’s eyes, fire that wasn’t there when he tried trading barbs with me. I could practically smell the predator inside him sensing he had found weaker pray in my sister. It made my stomach turn.
Lena, perhaps emboldened by my presence, opened her mouth to speak again, which seemed to be exactly what Benetto had hoped for. He stood up and slapped the half-full plate still in front of her, sending it clattering to the floor.
“I won’t have you speak for this dog when you’re no better than one yourself. And if you’re going to act like a dog, I’ll have you eat like one!”
“That’s enough,” I said, also standing. My other screamed out a warning in my head, but it was faint, lacking teeth.
The primal instincts inside me roared to life, demanding action, but I held them at bay for the moment. The situation did not warrant it … yet.
Our eyes met and I could see Benetto’s gaze falter. Under other circumstances, he would almost certainly have backed down. However, I realized a moment too late that this was his home. A predator, even a weak one, was never more dangerous than when backed against a wall in its own den.
“You’re right. It is enough,” he replied, his face turning red as all the blood rushed to his cheeks, something I was more than aware of. “You will leave this place and not come back. I won’t have you dirtying my fine home with your heathen ways.”
I glanced once at my sister. My other was torn. A part of him didn’t want to leave her with this brute. But another part understood this was her life now, one she’d likely adapted to and made peace with. Much as it pained him to leave her to this, staying would only make it worse.
“Very well.”
I turned to go, Benetto hot on my heels as if seeking to show the others I was being driven away as opposed to leaving of my own free will.
But then charming little Nicoletta caught his arm and it all changed in an instant. “Papa, please let him stay. I wish to hear of my cousin’s travels. I want to...”
Her father caught her with a backhand to the cheek, driving her away.
“I won’t have you talking back in my house, child. I...”
My other’s outrage at what he’d done merged with the instincts inside of me already screaming out. In an instant I was upon the man, tearing his throat out with teeth that relished the taste of his fear-soaked blood.




CHAPTER 5

1431

“So what did you do then?” my companion asked as we rode across the mountainous countryside on stallions of pure black.
“I fled into the night ... after making sure that pig of a man wouldn’t rise again.”
She raised one eyebrow at me. “That’s it?”
“That’s it? Though my sister has been in her grave for over a century now, I still on occasion wake up hearing her screams.”
“Then you should have silenced them before they became annoying.”
I turned to my raven-haired companion and raised an eyebrow of my own, trying to get a read of the situation. There was no doubt she was older than me. My instincts told me as much and I’d come to trust them. The truth was, she was likely far older than even my master, although by how much, I dared not ask. The more pressing question was whether I cared to test her patience by arguing.
I’d met others of my kind in my travels since fleeing Venice, several of them making me feel like a child in comparison, and most seemed to have one thing in common – an overblown sense of self-importance and superiority. When they stated something, they expected you to readily agree as if that made it fact.
I’d seen what had happened to blood drinkers who weren’t wise enough to heed that wisdom. It often wasn’t pretty. For creatures blessed with immortality, our kind could be quite petty when they so wanted.
There was little doubt in my mind that this Theodora held herself in high regard. The very way she carried herself implied as much. However, her tone suggested that what we were having was merely a conversation, nothing more.
So, hoping my instincts were correct, I continued on as if that were the case. “They’re my family, or were anyway. I expect Nicoletta’s great grandchildren have married by now.”
“Oh? You know for a fact she had children?”
I nodded. “I kept an eye on them for a time, from afar of course ... ensured they were well taken care of.”
“Like pets? How quaintly endearing.”
“I couldn’t simply leave them to fend for themselves, not after what I did.”
“Why not? I once left my brother atop a mountain with no provisions ... after snapping his spine, of course. I, for one, saw little reason to look back afterward.”
The lack of mirth in her voice told me she wasn’t kidding.
Theodora had met me at the border of Schwyz, ostensibly as my guide to the great catacombs beneath Lac Léman where I was to report on the success of my mission.
Interestingly enough, I still wasn’t entirely certain what that mission had even been. After wandering Europe for the better part of a century, having visited covens across a multitude of kingdoms and nations – but never calling any of them home – I was finally pressed into service by a regional magistrate from Belgium, a rather unlikeable man by the name of François.
Though his holdings paled in comparison to that of the Khagan, he was still the master of multiple covens, thus a person not to be trifled with.
I was conscripted by him to be a courier of sorts, tasked with the delivery of a sealed chest to Rouen, a town in the north of France. What was contained within, I could not say, for I was compelled against opening it, then commanded to guard it with my life if need be.
Yet even with his orders fresh in my mind, there had been a sense of worry among the magistrate and his followers, doubt that I might turn tail and run, as if they were sending me to the gates of Hell itself and not to some unremarkable hamlet.
And unremarkable it had been, minus perhaps the charming tavern girl I’d entertained on my first night there.
Regardless, I’d fulfilled my duty and delivered the coffer, unopened, to the master who held sway over Rouen.
The relief on her face upon receipt of the chest was somewhat overblown, to say the least. By the way she’d acted, one would have thought I’d delivered medicine to her dying child instead. However, that was a silly concept at best, as our kind didn’t reproduce in the normal method.
Nevertheless, upon receiving me, great accolades were heaped upon my head for my apparent bravery in traversing what amounted to hills, valleys, and empty plains. I didn’t argue with their celebration, though, even if I understood very little about it, especially when I was next dispatched to Schwyz, which was the seat of power for our people.
The truth was, it didn’t matter to me why I was being sent there, only that I was. Finally, after a century and a half of life, I was going to be allowed the chance to fulfill my duty to my Khagan and present myself as his emissary to those who were known as the First.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Theodora had insisted I tell her of my life and travels as we traversed the mountain paths of this beautiful land, sharing little in return – albeit I sensed I was in no position to ask that she return the favor.
If anything, aside from her name and the rather gruesome tidbit about her family, she shared little of herself.
“Tell me more, if you would … Giacomo, was it?”
“Yes, indeed,” I replied.
She pursed her lips. “No. I don’t think I like that. Makes you sound like a peddler or a shoe cobbler perhaps. There’s also the little matter of your homeland.”
“Venice?”
“Italia. I can’t say I have much fondness for her or her people, or they for me for that matter.”
“Oh? And why is that?” I asked, curious.
However, Theodora chose to ignore my question. “I know. I’ll call you James. I believe that’s the provincial translation.” She glanced my way, looking me up and down as if I were a prized cow. “Yes. It suits you. You look like a James.”
“I’m flattered I’m sure, but my given name is...”
“I SAID YOUR NAME IS JAMES!!”
The compulsion hit me with enough force to send me flying off my horse, landing upon the frozen ground where I lay holding my head. It was incredible. I had never felt anything like it before.
It wasn’t the first time I’d been compelled by those older than the Khagan. In terms of age, many upon this continent would have regarded him as a mere child, even if such a thing would have been to their dismay. But this, this was unlike anything I had felt before in its sheer power.
More importantly, I got the sense it was nothing to this woman who sat tall in her saddle, waiting for me to get up. With only six words she had utterly wiped out my will, my identity, changing it to suit her. Yet she appeared to have expended the barest of effort.
And then, in an instant, the overwhelming power was gone. She released her hold on me, her will evaporating from my mind like so much mist and smoke.
When I looked back up at her she laughed as if exceptionally pleased with herself.
“Think it over, child. I believe you’ll find you agree with me. It really does suit you.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
I wasn’t sure if some residual part of her compulsion remained after she released her hold on me or not, but by the time we approached the great stone fort that stood at the shores of Lac Léman, her suggestion was starting to sink in ... at least for part of me. A whispered complaint in the back of my head told me my other had been fond of his birth name, even if I mostly felt no such attachment to it.
Besides, my new name rolled off the tongue so much easier.
In my journeys across Europe, I’d taken the time to learn new languages whenever feasible and I believed Theodora to be correct in her assumptions. Back when I’d been nothing more than a feral beast, I’d understood the hierarchy of the hunt. The strong survived, the weak perished. Here, on this world, which I occasionally still found to be strange, things were somewhat more subtle. True, among our kind the strong tended to prey upon the weak, but there was also a nuance to things.
Appearance mattered, much as it did for the humans. Act like a beggar and children would throw rocks at you for fun. Play the part of the warrior, though, and people would mind their tongues in your presence.
Though it may have still been the compulsion talking, I began to warm to my new name. There was a presence to it that my old one simply did not possess.
Besides, times changed, and I’d made it a point to try and change with them. I’d come so far in the years since I’d first stepped foot into this world and I intended to keep evolving as needed. Remembering the past was one thing – living in it, however, did not suit me.
So it was that we arrived at the great fort of Lac Léman where my suspicions were confirmed regarding Theodora’s age. The guards there could not open the gates fast enough for her, nor bow their heads quickly enough as we passed.
Whoever this woman was, she held rank here. That much was obvious. Comparatively, I was a mere vagabond who’d done little more than wander Europe this past century, yet I was riding barely a step behind her as if I’d done some great deed.
At last, we dismounted and she continued onward, neither beckoning me nor telling me to stay where I was. I chose to follow her, hoping I was making the right choice.
This place was said to be the stronghold of strongholds for our kind. Interestingly enough, though, rumor had it that had only been the case for a few centuries. Why that was, I didn’t know. Nor perhaps would it be wise to ask, at least until I was more comfortable with my surroundings ... and likewise more certain that question wouldn’t cause offense to those in charge.
None dared speak to my gracious host as we passed ever deeper into the complex, heading downward until we were far underground ... at least until a voice called out to us as we navigated what seemed to be an endless maze of tunnels.
“Ah, dearest Theodora. I see you’ve returned with our esteemed guest.”
Theodora appeared to stiffen at the sound of the voice, but she quickly composed herself and turned to face the newcomer.
“Alexander,” she replied dryly. “This is James. I was just escorting him to my bed chamber.”
Bed chamber? Huh. I couldn’t help but notice I felt no inclination to correct her about either that or my name.
The man who approached us was a few inches shorter than me, with blond hair and a youthful appearance that belied the confidence with which he carried himself. He was strong of arm, obviously a warrior, although as he approached I was more taken in by the fact that his eyes were two different colors – a rare thing for humans.
If he was shocked by what Theodora had said, however, he didn’t show it. I nodded my head in greeting to which he stared at me expectantly for a moment before breaking into a wide grin.
“You didn’t tell him, did you,” he stated.
Theodora smiled, looking like a cat who had caught a mouse. “I was going to wait until after I was finished with him. I find that when they know ahead of time, it affects their performance. And I do so hate that.”
I was not quite so naïve that I couldn’t guess her meaning. But now my curiosity was piqued as to what she felt might so negatively affect the performance that she was no doubt expecting. “If I may ask...”
“No, you may...”
“Of course you may, friend,” Alexander replied, cutting her off in a way I hadn’t seen any others here dare to, as if he held absolutely no fear of her. “I believe our dear Theodora was going to present your news to the rest of the First tomorrow.” The rest of?! “But since we’re standing here conversing, I see no reason to wait.”
I dropped to my knees before he could finish his statement. “Forgive me, my lords!”
Rather than admonish or even acknowledge me, Theodora threw a sour look Alexander’s way. “Well, I see that’s been ruined now.”
“You could always compel the nervousness from him,” Alexander offered.
“And what fun would that be?” She turned and stormed off without another word, leaving me there on my knees before a man who could have easily commanded me to disembowel myself if the mood hit him.
Thankfully, it did not.
“Well, I guess that leaves just the two of us then. Come and walk with me a bit, James.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
“I will admit to being surprised,” Alexander said as we strolled through the keep, the guards seeming to give him an even wider berth than they had Theodora. “That doesn’t happen often, so you can imagine how appreciative I am when it does.”
“Surprised, my lord?”
“At you. When I first heard of you, that is. I knew the great Khan would eventually send an emissary, but I must admit, I didn’t expect him to send a fellow European.”
“I was there for...”
He held up a hand. “I’m well aware of your journeys. Quite the wanderer, are you not? To have traveled so far despite the frailty of your mortality, braving the unknown. It speaks a lot of the mettle of a man. I should know. But we’re not here to talk about me. The First – the others anyway – will be interested to know that my gamble paid off.”
“Your gamble?”
Alexander grinned at me. “Did you ever stop to wonder how it was that your so-called lord has been allowed to control so much at his relatively tender age?”
I raised an eyebrow, remembering how Sukh had once shared his own thoughts on the matter with me. When I first met the Khagan – the Khan, as Alexander now called him – he was old, in human terms anyway, even if he didn’t look it. By our race’s standards, though, his long years were nothing, especially compared to the man I now stood in front of.
I was well aware that, after a century and a half, I merited a slight modicum of respect among the rabble, yet most of the coven heads of Europe had treated me as if I might soil myself like a newborn at any given moment. And they themselves were little more than children to the First.
In short, age mattered to immortals.
But, as Sukh had once explained, in its absence, power could be used to garner respect, which was precisely the gambit my sire had played. I chose, however, to keep my tongue still on the matter, despite knowing Alexander could rip the information from my mind should he please.
“I imagine that you have not,” he continued, thankfully choosing conversation over compulsion. “And there is a reason for that. You’re loyal to the man. Perhaps not as much as those raised from birth under his rule might be, but I can tell you came to appreciate the spark of greatness within him, never stopping to question how he could be master over so much when others his age might very well still be hunting for derelicts on country roads.”
“You’re right. I never thought to question it.”
“That’s because loyalty is powerful, akin to love in some ways. When Ögedei was turned, my brothers and sisters demanded he be humbled, be made to crawl back up the ranks over the centuries until he’d earned back his seat of power. But I had a different perspective. I’ve seen what happens to an empire when its leader is plucked away and the generals are left scrambling for power. It crumbles to dust. And then what are you left with? Nothing. So much potential lost because of a ridiculous tradition that dictates those newly born to the shadows should be treated as no better than infants.”
I wasn’t quite sure what point Alexander was speaking to, but there was a certainty about him that told me it was best to let him finish.
“I alone dared to question our ways, to suggest we try something new. It was risky. At the time, I myself was relatively new to the ranks of the First. But even the least of our number is above reproach, so the rest indulged me. I told them we should allow the Khan the same station in death as he held in life.”
I inclined my head to that, to which he laughed.
“Not quite a seat among the First. Don’t get me wrong. But he was allowed to maintain control over the lands his father had conquered and those covens within. Because otherwise we would have squandered those resources, and what good would that do us? But now it appears my little experiment has been a success. Not only has the Khan turned many of his loyal followers, greatly enhancing our numbers in the region, but the humans who now rule those lands are of his lineage, loyal to him as he rules from the shadows ... effectively bolstering our forces with thralls who don’t even know they are thralls. It’s quite brilliant, don’t you think?”
I could sense that my other was somewhat taken aback by what he said, but I could appreciate the scope of his vision, even if I knew my Khan was wise to it. “It is.”
“I’m glad you see that. You will not repeat this, of course, but the sad truth is my brothers and sisters are occasionally mired in the past. Though I can tell they also see this wisdom for what it is, to acknowledge it would be to acknowledge their own mistakes. They’re also unlikely to allow me to repeat this little experiment, but that matters not. For I know it was a success.” He turned and once more smiled. “And then there’s you. Not only has the Khan proven that my judgment was the correct course of action, but he has in turn proven to be every bit as capable as his father ... culminating in his choice of you as his emissary and the great victory you bring to us today. You should be proud, James. Though the words you’ll hear tomorrow will certainly be tempered, know that great praise shall be heaped upon your master.”
“Please forgive my ignorance, Lord Alexander,” I said. “But I’ve heard others say the same thing, and I simply don’t understand why.”
“It’s because of what you did, boy. What others feared to do.”
“But all I did was deliver a chest to a hamlet in the north of France.”
His grin turned predatory, reminding me of the beast I’d once been. “And do you know what was in that chest?”
“No.”
“It contained the blood of Bael.”
“The blood of...”
Alexander clapped me on the shoulder, the sheer power of the man evident in that one small gesture. “Yes. And because you alone stood tall and made that journey, where others of our kind cowered like dogs, the stormy night has now become cloudless for us. Because of your actions, the last known Icon, the accursed warrior known as Jeanne d'Arc, is finally dead.”
“My actions? You mean I...”
“Quite true, my friend. You delivered the only substance that could make her vulnerable to the fate she deserved. Mind you, it would have been nice had those present retrieved her sword as well. It would have made an excellent trophy, but I suppose we must make do with what we have.” He started walking again. “Now come along, if you will.”
“Where to, my lord?”
“My bed chamber of course. I, for one, see no reason to squander dear Theodora’s lost opportunity. Do you?”




CHAPTER 6

1535

I knew I should have stayed in Africa, but the opportunity for adventure had been too great to resist.
That had been my reward for my part in ending the so-called reign of terror of the last Icon. Alexander, who I had since learned was the Alexander of Macedon – perhaps the only conqueror in history to rival the glory of my sire’s father – had offered me the rather unique boon of choosing where I might serve our people.
He’d been rather amused when I’d chosen nowhere, instead offering that I might serve both my Khan and the First best by going where my feet took me. My other’s wanderlust had never quite fully abated, even after our long years of travel, and I felt no calling to any one place, making it an easy choice.
So it was that, for the past seventy years, I’d traversed the great continent of Africa – visiting covens, making allies, battling enemies, and seeking treasures that might empower our great nation.
It wasn’t an easy life, but it was never dull. The sights I had seen had been awe-inspiring in their scope, enough to make me hungry for ever more adventure. So, when a Portuguese merchant friend of mine had told me of expeditions heading to the New World, I was intrigued.
Soon enough, I had signed up with a group of conquistadores bound for Mexico. Though the majority of the indigenous tribes there had already been subjugated, there were still pockets of resistance the local governors were intent on quelling. Our mission was to root out this resistance wherever we found it and then break their resolve. In return, we’d be allowed to keep a share of whatever treasures we helped liberate.
That had been our official mission, but being that my loyalties lay elsewhere, my goals were somewhat wider in scope. Though covens had been established in the New World since long before Europeans first sailed there, they were mostly autonomous, as communication between them and the agents of the First was a slow and cumbersome process.
My true mission, the one I kept from my fellow mercenaries, was to make contact with these covens and impart upon them the most recent edicts of the First, so as to ensure stability among our people.
Or at least that had been the plan.
As it turned out, I should have inquired instead as to our enemies in the region, as well as whether the rebels we were being sent to quell had become desperate enough to call upon them for assistance.
Who would have ever thought it would have worked? But, alas, I suppose even ancient gods could grow bored enough to actually heed the call of their people from time to time.
“Run!” one of my companions, a soldier named Gael, shouted, breaking formation.
“No, don’t...” I warned, but it was too late.
The great serpent, instantly sensing one of our number was now alone and defenseless, struck with the speed of lightning itself. Twin fangs, each the length of a broadsword, sank into the man’s abdomen as the beast grabbed him from above. At least the poor fool didn’t have to worry about the creature’s venom dissolving him from the inside out, as it then swallowed him whole.
I’d heard tales of Quetzalcoatl upon our landing. However, I’d figured it to be nothing more than a legend, not a fully grown river naga.
Such was the life of a fool seeking adventure.
I’d had the displeasure of running afoul of a juvenile of its species during my time in Africa, just barely escaping with my life. This beast was at least five times its size and considerably more irritable.
Sadly, no one had told us this group of rebels had formally been a sect of warrior priests, ones with both the knowledge and zeal to call upon their ancient patron.
Spying the scattered half-digested bones as the monstrous serpent continued to circle our remaining number, it wasn’t hard to guess those same priests had been the creature’s first meal upon awakening. However, I doubted they would have minded too much so long as we were next.
The problem was, if we fell to it, many more would follow.
Nagas could hibernate for centuries at a time. But when they woke, it was with a hunger that wasn’t easily sated. It also wasn’t helping that this one seemed in no mood to accept parlay.
“Form ranks!” I shouted. “Present arms!”
I didn’t hold any position of authority amongst these men, having been a mercenary recruit. However, with the commander of our expedition already devoured and the remaining soldiers terrified out of their minds, none seemed inclined to question my sudden self-promotion.
Nagas were tough, apex predators in nearly any land they inhabited, but it wasn’t the only natural born killer in this fight.
The men fortunately did as I told them, having seen what had just happened to Gael. I could tell by their wide eyes that they were all certain they would soon meet the same fate – which, in all fairness, was the likely outcome. Still, I’d also come to know some of them during our journey here. Most were scum, pure and simple, here for the glory of sanctioned raping and pillaging. Yet I also got the sense they were survivors – the type who, if forced to die, would prefer to do so with a sword in their hand.
Whatever their reasons, they presented arms and stood together with me just as Quetzalcoatl struck again, lunging forward with a mouth large enough to swallow any two of us whole.
“Now!”
Lances were raised against it, most of them doing little more than glancing off the beast’s thick scales, but it was enough to thwart its attack ... for now. It pulled back, slightly more wary despite the minimal damage it had taken.
Sadly, the rebuffed attack was enough to embolden some of the men to the point of stupidity. More than half our number stepped forward, letting fly with their spears – the only weapons in our arsenal long enough to keep the titan at bay. It was a futile gesture against a creature we’d barely been able to scratch, serving to do little more than fuck us as thoroughly as a fresh whore.
I was the only one among our number who knew nagas were intelligent – capable of thought, reason, and even speech, if they wished. So it was no surprise to me when the creature realized, far quicker than my allies, that we had all but thrown away the bulk of our defenses.
There was no time to even shout a warning. I dove to the ground as the great serpent spun, whipping its tail with a sound like thunder. Four of the men were instantly cut in half, the surprise on their faces evident even as the life fled from their bodies.
The rest were flung back like ants caught in a strong breeze. It was obvious at least one of them – Ferdinand, if I recalled his name correctly – was never going to get up again, his spine shattered from where he impacted against a tree.
That left us with less than half our expeditionary force. The remaining men got to their feet, drawing swords in a futile attempt to make one last stand as the naga stopped to devour their fallen comrades.
I meant to join them, determined that, if this was to be my end, I would meet it bravely.
But then I hesitated.
It was rare for me to distance myself from my other these days, our thoughts so in sync that I was occasionally convinced we were one being – that any memories of the hunt were nothing more than fever dreams. But here, now, those memories surfaced, causing me to rebel against my other’s wishes that we stand with our fellow soldiers.
I was a predator. If I was going to die, it would be as a hunter, not as prey waiting for the end with the rest of the herd. No. I might have adapted to this world, had accepted many things about it, but I was not yet cowed. Not now, not ever.
Instead, I settled back onto the ground, pretending to be stunned or worse.
Nagas, in general, were aware of my kind yet this one had given no indication or acknowledgement of that fact, and I began to realize why. The air was thick with blood and viscera, practically reeking of it, enough to have likely masked my scent.
If so, this beast was about to learn that not all prey were so easily taken.
My other wasn’t happy with this strategy, but he didn’t fight me – especially once I reminded him via our shared memories that these were not men of honor. No one would weep for them, save perhaps the whores saddened by the loss of business their deaths represented.
What better humans to use as bait?
The naga struck. Guillermo was the first to fall, his body filled to near bursting with venom from the beast’s bite. He cheated at dice and was said to be wanted for murder in his home country.
Ibrahim was next, sliding down the naga’s gullet as if he were a hunk of salted pork. When drunk, he would openly boast about all the women he’d conquered and the many unwanted children he’d left behind.
Again and again, I reminded my other of their crimes as we watched the slaughter, waiting for the perfect time to strike.
Finally, one man remained – a youth by the name of Miguel. He was an orphan, merely looking to stake his claim to some gold, and easily the least odious of the bunch. As it turned out, he was the smartest, too.
Rather than attacking the beast’s hide, little more than a fool’s errand, he struck as it came for him, mouth open wide, burying his sword in its tongue.
Now!
As the enraged creature reared back in pain, I rose to my feet and leapt, covering a distance no mortal man could hope to achieve. My timing was perfect and I landed upon its massive head.
Even with my claws digging into the monster’s flesh to steady myself, I had no hope of remaining seated where I was. But that was okay. I also had no intention of remaining there for long.
Instead, I drew my sword with my free hand, plunging the blade deep into the naga’s left eye. A moment later, I was thrown free as the creature let loose with a cry of agony likely loud enough to be heard all the way back at port.
The blow hadn’t killed it as I’d hoped, but it had certainly taken the fight out of the monster. It turned and raced away through the jungle, toppling trees and leaving deep gouges in the earth.
It was an easy enough trail to follow had I been of a vengeful mind, but I’d had enough. Besides, injured as it was, the odds were still heavily in its favor.
Sadly, it wasn’t over yet. Miguel was still alive, his eyes wide after having seen what I’d done.
Had we simply returned with a tale of a giant snake in the jungle, it would’ve been simple enough. Nobody would have believed him, thinking him either sick, drunk, or mad.
But I couldn’t allow the risk of him telling others what I was, not with the current religious fervor that had gripped both the old and new worlds. Sadly for him, I had no interest in taking on a ward in this new land and was far too tired to trust that I could effectively compel him to silence.
What I could do, though, was make his end both quick and painless.
He deserved at least that much.




CHAPTER 7

1774

“They all deserve as much if you ask me, perhaps more.”
“I must respectfully disagree,” I replied, glancing out at the contingent of red-coated soldiers marching by.
I’d been here when the remarkable city known as Boston was founded. And now, it looked like I’d live to watch it burn to the ground.
The colonies were on the verge of revolt with King George, but he wasn’t about to let them go so easily.
I feared that soon the port of Boston would turn into a sea of flame as the might of His Majesty’s navy was brought to bear against those protesting his rule. However, the closing of the harbor only seemed to further fuel the fires of rebellion ... and not only in the human population.
Or at least it did for some of us.
“Kindly stop brooding at the window, James. It grows ever so tiresome.”
I turned to face Nathaniel, duly assigned Prefect of Massachusetts and the surrounding colonies. He’d been my direct superior now for almost a hundred and fifty years ever since I’d grown tired of my ceaseless wandering and decided I might try my hand at finding a coven to call home.
The fight with Quetzalcoatl had been the start of a decline for me, where my journeys seemed to become less about adventure and more about tragedy and bloodshed.
My first inclination at this weariness had been to sail home, not to Italy, but to where it had all started for me. However, the Khan I found there was not the same man who’d appointed me as his personal emissary all those centuries ago. Though I would have never said so to his face, he’d grown complacent, the fire within him quenched by too much food, women, and inaction. He’d long since abandoned Karakorum for the life of a nomad, wandering the lands of his prefecture as he saw fit. The only sign of his former self that I saw was when he introduced me to his adopted daughter, a child he seemed intent on instructing even more harshly than he had his soldiers of old.
Though I’d been pleased to see him content, such complacence wasn’t for me ... at least not yet.
So I returned to the New World, having heard that the First had their sights set on a formal prefecture in the American colonies. I’d hoped that being a part of this might feed my desire for a place to call home while at the same time allowing for enough of a challenge to keep me from growing bored.
While I still wasn’t sure on the former, at least boredom hadn’t been an issue.
Nathaniel was a strict but fair Prefect. Though it was considered a breach of protocol to ask him about his aspirations, I knew he had hopes that this new prefecture would one day lead to his own spot within the First Coven. However, now with war possibly at hand, all of his – our – hard work was in jeopardy.
That itself wasn’t the problem so much as our current disagreement. Nathaniel was firmly rooted in the past, whereas I saw opportunity for the future.
“I was watching the patrols. I think they’ve been doubled again.”
Nathaniel sighed. “Then that’s a good thing. Maybe these separatists will finally get the hint that their rebellion is doomed to a quick death. And if we help out with that, all the better.”
I shook my head. “It’s a mistake, Nathaniel. We should be supporting the rebels.”
“While I appreciate your counsel, I have to say I find it increasingly suspect these days. Why should we waste our time supporting dead men?”
Though I wouldn’t dare break ranks and openly disagree with him in front of our charges, there were currently only three of us in the room – Nathaniel, myself, and my new assistant Colin. He and his sister Yvonne were recent transfers, but both had proven in a short time to be discreet and loyal.
“Dead men still have sons,” I argued. “And those sons will have sons one day. Once the fires of rebellion are lit, they won’t die down so easily.”
“Perhaps not, but King George’s reach is long.”
“And spread thin. I don’t need to remind you that he has more enemies than those here in the colonies.”
“No, you don’t,” Nathaniel replied with another sigh. “But I know you too well, James, to think you won’t anyway.”
I smiled and took a sip from the snifter of brandy in my hand. “What’s your opinion, Colin? You’ve been out amongst the colonists recruiting for our cause. What do you think?”
My assistant looked between Nathaniel and me – the Prefect and his second – as if considering his words carefully. “I’m afraid I’ve been entirely focused on my duties. The whims of mortals are of little concern to me beyond how they can further our own interests.”
A measured and completely neutral answer, and one I probably should have expected. Colin was highly competent, but there was little doubt he expended a great deal of his energies oiling the path that lay before him. I should have figured he’d come up with a response that was both mollifying and completely useless in the same breath.
I shook my head and turned my attention back to Nathaniel. “I tell you, give it two years, three at most, and we’ll be embroiled in open warfare. The colonists...”
“Will be crushed by the might of the English armada and her soldiers. And once that happens, they will know that we stood with them.”
I let out a laugh, causing Colin to visibly cringe, but such things didn’t worry me. Though Nathaniel outranked me, I considered him a friend. And even if I decided to test the boundaries of that friendship, he wasn’t so much older that he could compel me to agree with him – and we both knew it. “Governor Hutchinson has already relocated his seat of power from Boston to Cambridge, and now my spies tell me he’s considering relinquishing his post rather than deal with the coming conflict.”
“And those same spies say if that happens he’ll be replaced with a proper military commander. It would behoove our position to present ourselves as loyalists sympathetic to their cause.”
“You are assuming they’ll win. I am not. Every step the crown has taken, every attempt to clamp down on the seditionists, has done nothing but breed more anger. It hasn’t stamped out the fire, only made it stronger. And if we dedicate ourselves to the wrong side, that fire could very well burn in our direction.”
“What would you have us do, then?” Nathaniel asked, obviously starting to grow irked at my refusal to agree with his opinion.
“I would have us dig in, literally. We should double our efforts at fortifying our position below ground, so if this building does burn with the rest of Boston, so be it. Then, I would approach those leading the resistance, at least those known for having an open mind – Franklin perhaps – and make them aware of our presence. Let them know that succor and aid will be made available when the fighting breaks out.”
Nathaniel shook his head. “And if King George catches wind of it? We could have another inquisition on our hands. And I needn’t remind you that the Magi retreated to the shadows after the last one, so it’s not like we can point fingers their way again.”
“Have some faith in the First. Do you think they would really let that happen?”
To that Nathaniel actually laughed. “I think the First are intent on both avoiding war and following the Magi’s lead in encouraging the humans to forget our existence. If that means sacrificing one Prefecture…”
He let the sentence hang in the air. Colin, however, after no doubt making sure he wasn’t in danger of interrupting, was quick to add, “If our ashes pave the way for a more glorious future, then so be it.”
“Well said, good man,” Nathaniel replied. “Although, just to be clear, I would be equally in favor of it being someone else’s ashes paving the way.”
I nodded, taking another sip of brandy. “As I believe we all would. But the question still remains. Shall we embrace the past or the future?”
“The way you color your words already tells me the choice you hope for us to make. Yet the fact remains that I’ve heard it said the sun never sets upon King George’s lands.”
I shook my head. “We’ve both been around long enough to know that the sun eventually sets on every empire.”
“Except that which rules from the shadows.”
“All glory to the First!” Colin cried.
Though I had no inclination to disagree, his sycophantic nature could be tiring at times. Still, this was an impasse that needed to be brought to a head. “Very well. So what say you, Prefect Nathaniel? Boston and its lands are yours. My counsel in private is for your ears alone. Whatever you so choose, I shall embrace.”
“Of that I never had any doubt.” He walked over and poured himself a snifter of the blood brandy. “Colin, do be a good man and allow me and my second some privacy. And be quick about it. I’d hate to throw out a compulsion on a chill night such as this.”
My assistant was quick to follow his orders, leaving the room. Nathaniel and I both stood listening as his footsteps faded to nothing, or almost anyway.
“I know you can still hear us,” I said in a casual tone. “A few more steps, if you please.”
I heard a faint apology and then he was gone, past the limits of my perception.
“Keep an eye on that one, James,” Nathaniel said with a chuckle. “I don’t doubt he’ll be coming for both our positions someday.”
“Neither do I. I just wish he’d devote a bit more time to his personal pursuits than vying for leverage.”
“Trust me, I know the type. Vying for leverage is his personal pursuit. But enough about him. I wanted to talk about us and the Prefecture.”
I nodded and took a seat next to the window where a light snow continued to fall. This was no doubt the part where he told me that, while he valued my advice and experience, he was going to go against my wishes.
“Oh, don’t look so dour, man,” he replied. “You’d think you were a pup I’d just kicked.”
“It’s only because I know what you’re going to say.”
“Oh? You’re a soothsayer now? I thought only the Magi laid claim to that.” He took a seat facing me. “You’re not incorrect. The Boston Prefecture will put our support behind the loyalists. The covens within the immediate vicinity will be instructed to do the same.”
“Immediate?” I asked. “But we hold sway over…”
He waved me off. “I know the boundaries of our power, thank you very much. I also know that you are that rare type who observes and thinks before offering an opinion.”
“Then you’re going to…”
“Offer you a wager? Why yes.”
I cocked an eye at him. “A wager?”
“Precisely. I think the loyalists will win. You seem to favor the insurgents. Either way, we agree that some form of conflict is imminent. So here is what I propose. I will accept your advice for fortifying us below ground. It’s a prudent course of action for a city on the edge of chaos. You, however, will not be a part of that construction effort.”
“Oh? And what will I be doing?”
“Whatever it is you feel needs to be done to support your side. That is my wager. The Prefecture will do as I say. You, though, will be sent out to act as an independent observer. Oh, don’t look at me like that. I know at least some of your history, James. This is what you do. Sitting here discussing politics suits you ill. You’re at your best when any roof over your head is a temporary one.”
I said nothing, only motioning him to go on.
“You are hereby ordered to do nothing that jeopardizes the sanctity of this Prefecture or its resources. However, you are otherwise given free rein to act in the support of whoever you so please. That is my wager. When this is all over, we will see who was right.”
“And if you win?”
“Then you will have made some poor choices which reflect solely on your person and not upon this office.”
“I see. And if the rebels succeed?”
“Then the covens of New England will embrace your ideals as the ones we secretly championed all along, and you will have been the agent tasked with carrying them out.”
I nodded, a grin spreading across my face. “Either way, we’ll be on the right side of history.”
“Exactly. Except that one of us will be somewhat more right than the other? What say you?”
I stood up and offered him my hand. “I say thank you, my friend. It will be an honor to watch you lose.”




CHAPTER 8

1867

“You lose a bet or something?”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s just that you don’t look like a prospector to me, Mister,” my guide stated flatly. “So why are you out here?”
“Oh, and what do prospectors look like?”
“Not like you.”
I’d apparently chosen well when I’d hired this man. He was more perceptive than I’d given him credit for, a rare trait among men in these parts. “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it, but I was thinking the same thing about you.”
“How so?”
“You don’t strike me as a Union soldier,” I replied, eyeing his hat and dirty blue coat.
That seemed to hit a nerve on the man currently leading me through this stretch of desolate wilderness toward my goal.
“Former soldier. And that’s my business, meaning it ain’t none of yours.”
“My apologies, Mr. Dalton, however, I could easily say the same of your statement.”
He eyed me for a long moment before spitting a wad of tobacco out on the ground and nodding in silent agreement. “Wyatt.”
“Come again?”
“Call me Wyatt. Mr. Dalton makes me sound like a banker, which I most certainly ain’t.”
“I believe we can at least agree on that one.”
It turned out Nathaniel was right. The wanderlust had returned and with a vengeance. It had started with our wager – which I’d won much to his consternation – and grown from there. For several years now, I’d been taking regional assignments meant for underlings just to have an excuse to get out and about. Then word had reached us that our ancient foes were once again stirring.
With the recent war between the states over and reconstruction efforts afoot, attention had once again turned toward westward expansion and taming lands once thought untamable. However, the vampire nation needed to be ever mindful of the Humbaba Accord, the ancient treaty that divided our lands from those of the Almas. It held sway over the entire world, including this continent. But apparently a few coven masters out west had been careless and crossed lines they shouldn’t have.
Now the situation needed to be contained before it could spread.
Dire as these recent incidents were, though, it had been the perfect opportunity for me.
Nathaniel had wanted to send my protégé Calibra, but I had instead volunteered, the excitement of exploration easily trumping the danger such an expedition presented. However, the truth of the matter was a part of me longed for the danger, too. I had, for too long, been cooped up in the city, and though my strength increased with every year I walked this world, I still felt civilization had caused me to grow soft.
The predator I’d been longed to once again feel nature’s pitiless embrace.
Though an expeditionary force was assembled for the long march out west, I insisted on traveling ahead of them by a good week. My goal was to settle this diplomatically before it could escalate. If I met them on the journey back, they would know I succeeded. If I didn’t, then their orders were to bathe the woods in the blood of our enemies.
All of that was meaningless, though, out here in the Colorado territory. Wyatt was right to be suspicious of my claims. Had I actually been a prospector, I’d have likely steered us due north toward Denver City. And I suspected he knew that when he’d accepted my offer of employment. When one was paid in gold, though, it was best to not ask too many questions.
A few extra nuggets thrown in had even ensured there’d been few raised eyebrows when I insisted that we stick to nocturnal hours for the majority of our trek.
However, with the vegetation thick around us now and the going slow, I could tell he was getting nervous, as his normally tight lips had started to become unglued.
“Got family? Young-uns, maybe?” Wyatt asked, his composure starting to slip bit by bit. He was no doubt beginning to sense we were likely being watched, our destination finally near.
“Nobody too close, although I guess you could say I have a distant niece of sorts.”
“Oh, what’s her name?”
“Gansetseg.”
“Gan what?”
“It’s Mongolian.”
He looked at me over his shoulder. “Is that like Chinese?”
Curious to see what his reaction would be, I replied, “Something like that.”
Wyatt merely shrugged. “Lot of folks in these parts might take issue with that.”
“Is that so?”
“I ain’t one of them, though.”
“I appreciate that.”
“So then why is a fella like you all the way out here, Mr. … Setseg?” he continued, a torch lighting our way despite me needing no such help in the dark. “You running from the law?” He stopped and once again glanced back. “Not that I care either way. Just making conversation.”
“Do I strike you as a hardened criminal?”
“If’n you’re wondering if I’m worried...” He spun and drew his revolver. “I ain’t.” Had I been of the mindset, I could have easily countered him, but he had impressive reflexes nevertheless for a human. He held the gun on me for a moment, the metal gleaming in the torchlight, then twirled it once and placed it back in its holster.
“I can see that.”
“Or at least not about you,” he muttered to himself as he turned back toward the game trail.
“What was that?”
“I said I ain’t worried about you.”
“But you are worried?”
“I don’t know if you’re aware or not, but these here lands are said to be cursed. Or at least so the Ute believe. They don’t come out here, not ever, despite it being full of game.”
I couldn’t say that was much of a surprise, knowing what I did. “And what do you believe, my dear Mr. Dalton?”
He glanced over his shoulder and glared. “You call me mister again and you’ll find out how much I believe in the power of lead.” Then, as he turned back, he added, “I believe that when a tribe decides somewhere ain’t a good place, that means it ain’t a good place. Lots of folk won’t heed the words of a savage, on account of him being a savage, but me, I ain’t quite ready for the grave yet. So, I’m willing to give a listen to any man if he’s got advice meant to keep me breathing a bit longer.”
“Offhand, I’d say you’re wise to do so.”
Almost as if in answer to my words of caution, the forest around us grew deathly silent. That would have been enough to alert a seasoned tracker, but my senses could reach far past that of any human. Had there been a normal predator near, I’d have heard it. Even the stealthiest of beasts still had a heartbeat, still had to breathe. But the silence around us was nearly oppressive, broken only by the sound of Wyatt’s own heart speeding up.
Though the attacks on our covens had taken place miles from here, we had just crossed over into territory that belonged to the Almas, known by different names in these parts but the same beasts nevertheless. Here, they would be at their strongest.
I was wagering with my life that also meant they would be secure enough in their power to talk. If not, then I’d be forced to pick other methods to dissuade them from further aggression – a dubious prospect at best for my continued survival.
Wyatt placed his torch in the crook between two tree branches and slowly slid his rifle from his shoulder. “Best do the same,” he whispered back at me. “Something’s out there, and it ain’t no grizzly.”
I did no such thing, though, knowing that if I played the part of the aggressor here, it would almost certainly lead to war. Now to see if my gamble would pay off or if this place was meant to be the end of my wanderings.
“I’m afraid this is where we must part ways, Wyatt.”
“What?”
I slowly reached into the pocket of my duster and pulled out a small pouch. “You’ll find the rest of your pay plus a hefty bonus in here, all of it in gold. However, I must insist you take it and go back the way we came. No harm will come to you so long as you do exactly as I say.”
“Are you crazy?”
“Not at all, but you would be to remain. So please, accept your payment with my compliments.”
“Ain’t happening. I’ll shoot a fella in the back if he cheats me at cards or looks cross-eyed at my horse, but I won’t leave a man to die who ain’t done nothing to deserve it.”
While it was heartening to learn that my guide wasn’t quite the scoundrel I’d guessed him to be, his bravery was ill-timed. “Please go.”
“I will,” he said, “but you’re coming with me.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
Whatever was about to happen required the utmost care in diplomacy, not to mention a good deal of luck. Sadly, with my current company, there was little chance of either happening. He needed to leave me to my work. By my coming here, circumstances had been set in motion that men of this age were not meant to see.
Sadly, mere moments later, I knew it was already too late. A familiar stench hit my nostrils, telling me our ancient foes were near and drawing closer by the second.
For a moment, I was transported back to China and my first encounter with the Almas. I relived the fear, the rage, and more – remembering the strange connection between us that I’d sensed that first time yet had never been able to find a satisfactory answer to.
All of that transpired at the speed of thought. Then I was back in the here and now, witness to a disaster that was about to take place.
“The fuck is that?” Wyatt asked, stepping in front of me, rifle raised. “Smells like something died, rotted for a week, then got back up to roll in shit.”
His colorful words aside, he wasn’t entirely wrong. “I advise you to put your weapon down now.”
“The hell with you! I ain’t no coward.” Wyatt took aim, trying to find a target in the darkness.
Damnit! The last thing I needed was to make any sudden movements that might provoke our enemies, but he’d left me no choice. The Almas weren’t overly fond of humans, but their tolerance for them was far greater than it was for the undead. That, however, would be undone in an instant if he opened fire upon them. If so, no mercy would be shown to either of us.
His life would end and my mission would fail before I could do a single thing to stop it.
Wyatt’s aim steadied, his skills impressive, as he locked onto a dark shape in the woods that even I was barely able to sense.
I could have snapped his neck and ended it there, hoping that it wasn’t too late to salvage my duty. Such a man wouldn’t be missed, not in his line of work.
But what he’d said just moments earlier had caught me by surprise – refusing to leave me behind, a man he neither knew nor had reason to trust. Honor such as that was rare among humans at even the best of times. Among my own people, it was even rarer.
Out here, though, it spoke volumes.
My mind was made up even as he began to put pressure on the trigger, disaster a moment away at most.
I stepped in and knocked the weapon out of his hands, shoving his head to the side and burying my teeth in his neck before he could so much as cry out.
I had seconds to spare, no more, the smell of the Almas becoming more cloying with every moment that passed.
So I bit deep, severing both Wyatt’s artery and his windpipe, before letting him drop to the ground to bleed out. With the severity of his wounds, it wouldn’t take long and his passing would be silent. But I also knew he would rise again before the sun set the next day. Hopefully by then I could come up with an argument to make him understand what I’d been forced to do.
His mistake in refusing to leave me had led him to the doorway of a world of darkness, but it was also one of opportunity. And, I realized, as I raised my hands in surrender, perhaps in dying he’d also given me the opening gambit I so desperately needed.
As dark shadows loomed over me in the gloom, I said, “This human will not attempt to harm your people again. I have stopped him out of a spirit of cooperation so that we might parlay and cease further bloodshed.”




CHAPTER 9

1995

“It’s a simple matter, my dear Sally. I prefer to foster a spirit of cooperation among the covens in my charge.”
“Then you must be disappointed an awful lot,” she replied from the bathroom where she was busy drying her hair. “No offense, but I’ve dealt with some of our asshole neighbors. The HBC, for instance.”
“The Howard Beach Coven?” I asked, turning on the TV and seeing what was playing. “I take it your dealings with them have been less than idyllic.”
“Let’s just say the spirit of cooperation between us appears to have been exorcised.”
“I do suppose Night Razor and Samuel are cut from entirely different cloths, although I had hoped the burden of leadership would have served to broaden both their horizons.”
It was rare these days for me to have moments such as this where I could simply talk and express my thoughts without the fear of politics coming into play. It reminded me of simpler times. But such was the burden laid upon my shoulders when I’d assumed the mantle of Boston Prefect some forty years earlier.
It had been shortly after Nathaniel’s death, something I still had disturbingly little insight into. He’d been summoned to the Château de Chillon in Switzerland and had simply never returned. Sadly, it was an all too common occurrence as of late. The First had grown increasingly intolerant over the ages, often being far too quick to make an example of any who spoke out of turn, even those who held rank. It made me remember my first dealings with them and how easily one misspoken word could have changed everything.
As it was, I’d simply received word one day that I’d been promoted to his position, the First’s way of thanking me for that somewhat gruesome business I’d uncovered about a decade earlier involving François and Hitler’s SS. All these years later and I still could barely believe the fool had actually tried to…
Sally stepped into the room, drawing me back into the present – her intelligence and beauty more than enough to enhance the already rich trappings of the executive suite here at the Carlyle. She adjusted her dress then came and sat next to me on the bed, a welcome distraction against the tedious business I knew the night ahead would bring.
“Are you actually watching cartoons?” she asked, leaning her head on my shoulder.
“There’s nothing wrong with them,” I replied. “In fact, oftentimes they’re the only place one can find a truly honest critique about current society.”
“Oh, and what critique does Donald Duck dressed as Batman have to offer?”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “None really, but I have to admit to liking his catchphrase. I’m surprised none of our kind have taken it up.”
“Probably because we don’t flap in the night.”
“A minor inconvenience for most, I’m sure.”
I had to admit, I was enjoying myself, something that was often far too rare when visiting the covens beneath my jurisdiction. A part of me was tempted to ask Jeffrey, when we met later this night, where he’d been keeping my delightful companion all these years. However, I would refrain from doing so. In truth, he was a crude, spoiled simpleton of a vampire, the very worst kind of predator – the type who would likely take any compliment toward one of his people as a slight against him, likely sealing her fate.
Violence was nothing new in my world but, unlike many of my kind, I saw no reason to celebrate needless death, especially for one who seemed so promising.
When next I saw Colin, I would need to make it a point to ask him to keep tabs on her. Should the leadership of Village Coven ever change, perhaps there might be an opportunity to recruit her for Boston where her talents wouldn’t go to waste.
For now, though, we would both need to be patient. Protocol demanded I respect the autonomy of the covens in my charge, to a degree. Besides which, Sally had already agreed to be my covert eyes and ears into her master’s dealings – something that was desperately needed given the size and importance of Manhattan.
I was about to ask her if she fancied a bit of room service – there being a handful of thralls in permanent employ at the Carlyle – when my ears caught the sound of the elevator door opening, followed by footsteps headed our way.
“Are you expecting someone?” Sally asked, immediately standing up and straightening her dress, no doubt thinking they might be from her coven.
She needn’t have worried, though. Her master’s sense of self-importance was such that I sincerely doubted he’d ever come and seek me out. Not when he could make a show of welcoming me, along with his other guests, to his domain later.
Besides, the faint ring of spurs told me all I needed to know about our visitor.
“I wasn’t, but I can assure you it’s quite all right.” I got up and crossed to the door, opening it in the second before our visitor could knock. A familiar face stood outside glowering, as was his usual. “I thought you were driving down with the Cambridge representative.”
He immediately stomped past me. “I did. Got my fill of that pompous jackass on the way down. Ditched him as soon as the car stopped.” After a moment, he seemed to finally notice I wasn’t alone. “Who’s the piece?”
Sally’s eyes narrowed but she said nothing, no doubt understanding fully well that anyone bold enough to stride into my room unbidden was not someone to cross. She wasn’t entirely wrong. Still…
“This piece, as you so crudely put it, will be working with me going forward – acting as my … liaison to this fair city.”
That seemed to get the point across. “Sorry,” he said a moment later. “I’m used to Jeff’s people being…”
“Lookers, not thinkers?” she replied. “Trust me, I get it.”
He held out his hand. “Wy...”
“Not to correct you, my friend,” I said, stepping up next to him. “But I must remind you we are in Night Razor’s domain, and tradition demands…”
“I ain’t saying it.”
I couldn’t help but grin at his discomfort. “Please allow me to introduce … Buffalo Bill.”
“And this is exactly why I hate coming down here, Ozymandias.”
Sally smirked. “I’m Sally. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“That your real name, or one of Night Shitheel’s dopey monikers?”
Her smile widened. “It’s actually Lucinda, but Sally’s fine.”
“You sure? I personally like Lucinda a lot better myself.”
I stepped in, not wanting to see protocol completely devolve. “Buffalo Bill here is the master of Worcester Coven.”
“Yeah, ’cept up there they call me Wyatt.” He flopped down onto the couch, putting his feet up on the coffee table. “So tell me, Miss Sally. You a part of tonight’s shindig?”
“Alas she is not,” I offered. “Unless, that is, Night Razor has seen the light and decided to start allowing his seconds to attend alongside him.”
“Safe to say he hasn’t. And if he did, I can guarantee it wouldn’t be me.”
The bitterness in her voice was hard to miss. I couldn’t blame her either. It was common, although not mandated, for coven masters to bring their lieutenants to briefings such as tonight’s. Jeffrey, however, insisted on always coming alone, no doubt to control the flow of information to his subordinates. And yet, at the same time, he couldn’t even be bothered to manage his affairs, tasking Sally with translating the missives sent from the Prefecture, likely underestimating her intelligence.
I took a deep breath, deciding on my course of action. “No, you likely would not. However, considering the task I have recruited you for, as well as the fact that you’ll likely hear this anyway via future communiques, perhaps it would be wise to brief you regardless.”
“Oh?” she replied, obviously not expecting that.
“Don’t get too excited,” Wyatt scoffed. “I already heard this spiel. Prophecies always sound like they’re gonna happen tomorrow, when the reality is only a fool would hold their breath waiting for them.”
I chuckled, always enjoying his directness where so many others chose their words carefully. “And yet the seers of Chillon would disagree. Not to mention the Magi, too. Or are you telling me you’re unaware of that recent incident up in Cambridge involving…”
“We don’t need to go into that ManRay fuckery right now.”
Sally glanced between us. “Ooh. Now I’m really interested.”
“Sadly, that will have to remain a story for another day,” I countered. “But my colleague here isn’t wrong when he speaks of the capriciousness of prophecies. Still, I am at least led to believe that our nation is entering a time when it would be best to … remain alert, if you will.”
Sally raised an eyebrow. “Alert for what?”
“Tell me, my dear, what do you know about Freewills?”
“Freewills? Aren’t those like some kind of vampire boogeymen?”
“In a sense,” I replied. “Though they predate even me, I am told they were both wondrous and terrifying to behold in their day…”




CHAPTER 10

5 years ago

The sight before me was both wondrous and terrifying at once.
To think, after all my years, all my journeys, after everything I’d seen and done, to still be able to gaze upon something new. It was nothing short of amazing. If this battlefield was indeed to be my swan song, I could have picked far worse places to meet my end.
That said, the situation was far from ideal. It was, as the Freewill would have likely said, a complete clusterfuck of the highest order.
Calibra, once my most promising protégé, had turned out to be so much more than I would have ever guessed ... not nearly as good of a situation as it sounded. All along, I had thought I was grooming her for her own prefecture or more when it turned out she had been the one doing the grooming – to us all. How much of her plans had been subtle compulsion versus my own inability to see the truth of what she was? I would probably never know. Perhaps I didn’t want to know.
To think that she was, in actuality Ib, the original vampire – a being of such dark and destructive power as to make the entirety of the First Coven seem like children in comparison. And she’d been hiding under our noses for all the long eons we’d thought her dead, manipulating events and adopting new identities with all the ease of a chameleon.
To see her now, as she truly was, was enough to make even the predator inside me want to cower and hide.
Interestingly enough, though, she was only a part of the fear worming its way through my gut.
As I fought for my life, I found it ironic that everything was now bathed in the red, bloodlike pall cast from the Source itself – the infinite fount of power that connected this world to so many others. Though I had long since stopped thinking of myself as separate entities sharing one body, seeing it had given me pause to reconsider.
If I was correct, this was the very thing that had brought me here, along with so many others, from the forest primeval we once stalked – dragging us to this world so as to join our souls with those of mortal men.
It was a world of wonders, true, but also one of cruelty, a place that had claimed so many of us. The Khan, my sire, had fallen recently, but others hadn’t been so fortunate – Sukh, Nathaniel, and many more. Though unconfirmed, I’d mentally added Wyatt to that toll as well, as he, too, had gone missing in the months leading up to this.
And yet somehow, of them all, I alone had survived – prospered even.
I wondered now if it was to bear witness to the incredible events unfolding before my very eyes as our history clashed with prophecy for one final battle.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
There was no doubt in my mind that this day would be a tale for the ages.
The Freewill, the Icon, Almas, Magi, and vampires, all fighting alongside of and against each other.
And then it happened. Before my very eyes, I watched as Ib was finally struck down once and for all – her head removed by Alexander yet saved from death so that he might keep it as a trophy and perhaps a warning to those who might think to challenge his power.
Even as this unfolded, a part of me understood our victory would not be without a heavy cost, far more than any of us had bargained for.
After seven hundred years, I stood there now as a member of the First, only to wonder if I was seeing the very leadership that had kept our people safe all these long millennia crumble before me.
Just days earlier, Theodora had fallen, followed by François – two members of the First struck down in quick succession, something that I couldn’t recall happening in my lifetime. Worse was the fact that Theodora had been among our oldest, one of the lone voices powerful enough to keep Alexander’s ambition in check.
At least three more of our number had fallen this day battling Ib’s minions – Yehoshua, Zyra, and Konala – leaving nearly half our coven vacant.
Now, watching the Macedonian claim both Ib and the Source as his prize, I began to worry that those seats would never be filled. And if not, would the rest of the First soon fall victim, too, leaving only the One – a man who had once set out to conquer the world and who, as I was rapidly coming to suspect, had never actually given up on that ambition.
A silent war raged within me as he made his proclamations. On the one hand, I was loyal to our people in a way that went far beyond mere compulsion – something Sukh and Ögedei had imparted upon me so long ago. On the other, I was the Wanderer – a man who’d spent a good deal of his long life as a willing outsider looking in.
Someone had to speak out, stop this now before it went too far.
But as it turned out, that someone wasn’t me.
At the moment of Alexander’s greatest triumph, the reborn Freewill finally decided to live up to his legacy – in a sense.
I knew things were coming to a head when I was present to witness his birth a few years prior. After seven hundred years, in which tales of his kind had progressed from memory to legend, I’d somehow managed to be there on the day of his turning. To say it had made an otherwise dull evening far more interesting was doing it a disservice.
At the same time, any excitement I’d felt had been greatly tempered by the apparent ineptitude to which he came to the role. And yet, the man who called himself Dr. Death, of all things, had nevertheless set these events in motion, including the reappearance of the first Icon seen since I’d inadvertently delivered the means to destroy the last one.
The crazy thing was, it should have been my duty to destroy this one as well. Yet something had stopped me. Perhaps it was that feeling of being meant to witness these events, a feeling that was now stronger than ever.
However, as I watched Alexander easily beat down Dr. Death, I began to wonder if perhaps bearing witness wasn’t enough.
My duty was to the vampire nation. I knew that. Even if I hadn’t always performed it in a way that was traditionally expected, my loyalty had never wavered.
The truth was, if I’d been certain that the sanctity of our people would be preserved, my sense of duty would have held fast.
That wasn’t the case, though.
Seeing Alexander’s personal avarice take precedent over the well-being of our people angered me, slowly awakening the predator that had been slumbering inside. Had I truly lived through so much – all my travels, friendships, lovers – just to sit back and watch one man trample it into the ashes, doing nothing while a mere child alone stood against him?
Ego had never been in short supply among my people, but what Alexander was doing went beyond mere self-gratification.
And then it was over.
The Freewill was down, defeated as was probably inevitable, and still I merely stood by – the predator in me howling for action but the rest of me refusing to let it out.
I remembered the forest primeval where once I had hunted and been hunted, both predator and prey. Now, though, I was looking at the birth of a world in which there would be only one predator – where all others, vampires and humans alike, would be little more than slaves to his desires. It was a world I should have been trying to stop but was instead…
From out of nowhere, Gansetseg, adopted daughter of my sire, proved to be strong where I was weak. Though I doubted her motivation was pure – her ambition as strong as Alexander’s, coupled with a misguided desire for the Freewill – her resolve more than made up for it.
I found myself shamed by my inaction as she stepped forward, unafraid despite Alexander being her physical superior many times over.
She laid into him with a savagery that made the predator in me fight against the chains still holding it down that made me remember.
I was James the Wanderer, and he was me. But I was also another. I was a beast that had once lived by the rules of the hunt. In those days I wouldn’t have shied away from any foe, nor would have I allowed myself to be cowed into submission as I now was.
Interesting that it should be the Khan’s heir to show me the way.
But not if I didn’t act quickly.
As Alexander finally overpowered Gansetseg, ripping through her defenses and batting her away like little more than a ragdoll, I saw that he would soon stand unopposed.
The Freewill and Icon had exhausted themselves battling each other. Bloodied, broken, and tired, even combined they would be no match for Alexander.
The reality was that probably none of us were, and that wasn’t just counting those brave enough to stand against him. Though a half dozen more of the First remained, it was easy to see none of them had the mettle to do what needed to be done.
In fact, looking around, I spied only one other who looked eager to join this hopeless fight – Sally, friend and former lover, a woman who’d led a harsh life yet had remained unbroken. She was a mere child among our kind, yet she had the heart of a lioness.
Sadly, heart alone wouldn’t win this. But perhaps multiple hearts fighting as one could.
Do it, the voice of my other told me from inside my head.
If this was to be our last act, it would be together as one.
I sloughed off my inaction and joined the battle, blindsiding my former leader and doubling him over.
“What are you doing?” Dr. Death asked, surprised but no doubt glad for the assistance.
“Committing career suicide, obviously,” I told him with a grin. He looked beyond me toward the remainder of the First, but I waved him off. “Do not worry about the others. They will not interfere. This is ... beyond their capacity for bravery.”
“Wait, why are you interfering?”
To tell him the truth would have taken far too long, and honestly, I’m not sure he would have appreciated it anyway. So instead, I said, “Because your duel with Alexander is over. Sad to say, but you lost.”
Sally kicked Alexander in the face then turned toward where the Icon waited at the shore of the Source, ready to enact a gambit that was surely suicide. She glanced back at Dr. Death and fixed him with a glare. “Are you going to just stand there and gawk, dipshit?”
“She is correct, Freewill,” I replied, already feeling Alexander’s massive strength shrugging off my attacks. “We will not be able to hold him for more than a few moments. Your destiny awaits at the shore of that strangest of tides. Go now and fulfill it ... in that unique way only you can.”
♦ ♦ ♦



 
The next few seconds were a blur. Rage, pain, savagery ... all of it reminding me one last time of the hunt. Then I was knocked away, sent sprawling by a blow that nearly shattered my jaw.
A mere moment later, though – before Alexander could stop it – the world exploded in light and fury, telling me I’d done my part. I’d held him long enough.
Now to hope that whatever they’d done was sufficient to...
What the?
As the Source collapsed in on itself, bathing the entire cavern in a torrent of power, I somehow found myself looking at it all as if from a distance.
A moment later I realized why. I was both standing where I’d been, but also elsewhere, bathed in bright light yet sensing I wasn’t alone.
“That’s because you aren’t. You haven’t been alone for a long time.”
The voice was familiar, one I knew well, mostly because it was my own.
“Not yours, ours.”
It was my other. I blinked and then he was standing there facing me, as if we were once again wholly separate beings.
We were both inside his – our – mind again, but standing apart as if a great chasm were widening between us, somehow drawing us further away.
Before either of us could question what was happening, I felt a breeze begin to blow in my direction. At first it was gentle, nothing more than what one might feel standing on a beach on a pleasant night. But then it grew stronger, increasing until I found myself sliding backward, unable to stop what was happening.
“What is this?” I asked, panic flaring as I was slowly forced back.
“I think...” my other began, “that this is where we must say goodbye, my old friend.”
I blinked again and saw that his hair had turned grey. It was impossible, yet happening nevertheless. “B-but, I don’t want to go.”
“And I don’t wish for you to leave,” he replied. “But I think what was done to us so long ago is finally being undone.”
The wind blowing against me doubled in strength and I found myself being dragged away against my will. It was as if it were trying to rip me away from my very body.
That’s when I realized that was exactly what was happening. The Source was collapsing, closing the door that connected this world from all others. But then why was I being...?
I glanced over my shoulder and then, after seven hundred years, saw it again – a glowing tether leading away from me and off into the distance. Finally, at long last, I realized what it was. A part of me was still connected to my home, to the forest primeval, to the hunt. It always had been. And now, after all this time, it was pulling taut, dragging me back to where I rightfully belonged even if I didn’t want to go.
Turning back toward my other, now a mere shadow in the distance, I could have sworn I saw his skin wrinkling as his body grew ever thinner. Despite fearing what I might find waiting at the end of that strange otherworldly tether, I called out, “But what will happen to you?”
He smiled at me, barely a ghost now. “What was always meant to happen, I suppose. But fret not. It’s been a good life. I’ve earned my rest, my dear Wanderer.”
“Rest? I don’t understand...”
“Nor do you need to. All you need do is remember not who you were when we first met, but who you became in the time since I’ve known you.”
And then he was gone as I once again found myself formless and bodiless, screaming out with no voice as I was sent streaking across the void between worlds.




CHAPTER 11

Present Day

Time flowed differently here than it did in that other world. It always had. I just hadn’t been aware of it when last I’d called this place home.
It had taken some time to get my bearings again. At first it was terrifying to be back. The rules of the hunt still applied for all those who’d stayed behind. I’d woken in the endless forest only to find myself beset on all sides by predators. But I was no longer one of them. The consciousness I’d discovered in that other world remained with me. I was now capable of thought, but that wasn’t all. With it came fear, too, which nearly led to my end during those first few days.
I wasn’t alone, though. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of others were just like me. We’d all returned to the forest as thinking creatures, haunted by the lives we’d led in a world which was now beyond our reach.
That wasn’t all that came back, however. Our old hostilities returned as well. The ones we’d known as our enemies – the Grendel, the Almas, or any of their other myriad names – had also come home. And though we were now the same, those old grudges remained. For many of us, the primal need to hunt was simply replaced by other dark emotions, such as suspicion and distrust.
In some ways, it was amazing any of us survived at all. But we did. And, little by little, those of us who remembered the other world began to find each other and band together.
And then something amazing happened.
Bit by bit, we started to tame swaths of the endless forest. Trees were felled, vegetation cut down, and in their place homes and settlements arose.
Language replaced the howls and cries that once rang out, and along with it came writing and philosophy.
It wasn’t quick, nor was it painless either. Some were driven mad, unable to cope with the duality of their lives. Others reverted back to their base nature, becoming savage killers once more, but far more dangerous than the mindless beasts who still prowled in the shadows. Many of us, though, chose to hold onto our ... humanity, I suppose, even if the forms we once again inhabited no longer resembled those we’d worn as vampires.
What seemed like eons flowed by as we struggled to build a burgeoning civilization, but eventually we came to realize, through the wonder of science and mathematics, that much less time had likely passed in that place we had once called home.
Four, maybe five years, by my own estimates anyway, had come and gone on Earth in the time since I’d returned to the forest primeval. It was hard to say for certain. As I mentioned, our return to this place was ... chaotic at best. Still, I believed I was at least close with my calculations. Five years since I was separated from my other, from James. Five years since his death.
True, I didn’t actually witness him die, but I’d seen enough before I was dragged back to understand what his fate had likely been. Humans were an impressive species, but without us to fuel their fire, their light only shone for the briefest of times.
Even so, short as their lives had been, they were a remarkable people.
That’s what haunted me most at night.
Though I took care to keep such thoughts to myself, I missed Earth and its people. Though I knew others felt the same, it wasn’t a universal sentiment. Others of my kind remembered Earth only with a hatred of what had been done to us. They were furious that so many had been stolen away from this place while comparatively so few had returned. Those who had been killed or otherwise met violent ends simply hadn’t come back, their fate unknown. Because of that, there were friendships and old rivalries that were forever left without closure, which led to bitterness in many.
Likewise, too, some were unable to let go of old grudges or, worse, old ambitions.
♦ ♦ ♦



 
Those were the thoughts that occupied me as I wandered the woods one day near my settlement. I’d taken to doing so when I wasn’t busy with my other pursuits, such as chronicling our history on that other world – the old wanderlust beginning to once again seep into my bones. My other’s advice had proven sound and I’d made it a point to remember it all – especially our old nickname, for it seemed to suit me. If anything, my favorite memories of Earth involved the places I’d been and the discoveries I’d made along the way.
It was the unexpected that had made it most worthwhile, and I longed to once again...
What the?
Perhaps fate had a sense of humor after all, because just as I was ruminating on those journeys, the unexpected decided to happen once again – a flash of brightness shining in the mists ahead of me.
For a moment, I thought it might be torchlight, another from my village enjoying a stroll in the eternal forest.
But then, as I neared the strange light, a memory hit, one distant but never forgotten. This had all happened before.
It can’t be. The Source was destroyed, the way shut.
Nevertheless, I stepped forward.
The first time I’d been too much of an animal to understand what was happening, but I was so much more now. What stood in front of me seemed to be a flickering window torn in reality, and beyond it lay a faint vision.
There was a slight pull trying to draw me in, but it was weak, nothing like I remembered. Before, it had been a maelstrom, dragging me against my will. But this was different, as if the windows between worlds had been opened no more than a crack.
And inside that window...
Oh my goodness.
For a moment, no more, the vision beyond the portal cleared and I caught sight of a face. It wasn’t James’s. No. He was long gone. But it was a familiar one nonetheless – someone who hadn’t been there at the start of my long journey but who had been there beside me at the end.
He’d survived against all odds, somehow overcoming both his ineptness and the savagery of his own other.
But to see him again now after all this time... What did it mean?
The portal began to flicker and grow dim. Whatever was happening, this window to that other place – Earth – wasn’t going to stay open for long. And who was to say if it would ever open again?
If I allowed myself to be taken back, it was entirely possible I might forever be alone in that other world.
At the same time, a thrill filled my bones at the prospect. There was much I’d seen and done there, but also so much I hadn’t.
This was a chance to return, a chance to once again wander that wondrous world with another by my side – one who, if we were being honest, would likely benefit from my long years of experience.
Could I really turn down such an opportunity?
As the light from the portal faded, I made my decision and leapt forward, curious to see where my wanderings would take me this time.
THE END
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The sewers! I should’ve known it would be the sewers.
V wasn’t the only one rusty at this. I should have realized it from the moment I’d sensed dank stonework walls during our scrying. There were two Manhattans: the one most people saw – with the Empire State Building, Times Square, and crazies shouting conspiracy theories on every other corner. Then there was the Manhattan only the unluckiest of tourists ever got to see – the underground. Back then it had been the realm of the vampire nation, a place witches only went if they had no other choice.
These days, though, I was beginning to get the sinking sensation it was home to much worse.
The sights that greeted us weren’t the problem, mind you. It was mostly dark, broken up by some flashlight beams further down the tunnel – almost certainly the group we’d just scried. And the smell was beyond bad, but again sewer. It was the scuttling sounds, however, that unnerved the shit out of me, coupled with strange shadows visible in the meager light we had.
“Number three,” I whispered to V, hoping she didn’t confuse it with number four ... at least not yet.
Fortunately, this one went off without a hitch. We both began to glow in the darkness and then the energy detached from us, rising away as tiny orbs of bright light. They lit up the tunnel as they spread out, looking somewhat like will-o-wisps – albeit with far less portended doom.
However, as their illumination continued to spread, lighting the way, I suddenly found myself wishing we’d forgotten how to cast it ... or, for that matter, the sending spell which had brought us there.
“Steady yourself, men,” came a bold cry from further down, my husband’s voice. “Stand fast in your faith and these devils will surely yield to us.”
I wasn’t sure if Vince was being metaphorical or not, but his words were damned apt either way.
“Oh my God,” V gasped.
“I doubt he has anything to do with these things,” I replied, trying to keep my knees from shaking.
I didn’t pretend to be the scholar of magical lore that Christy was. She was like a walking encyclopedia of things strange and terrifying. However, I’d done a bit of reading in my time. At the very least, it had made good fodder for the D&D game I used to play in. Nevertheless, I had no idea what these fucking things were or what hell they’d crawled out of.
It was like someone googled the very worst ideas for nightmare cockroaches and then decided to make it worse. Solid black, except for 2 pairs of glowing red eyes, they were the size of a dog – and I’m more talking mastiff than Pomeranian here. Eight legs, mandibles dripping with some sort of nastiness, and a chitinous carapace made me think there wasn’t enough bug spray on the east coast to take care of this infestation.
And there were a lot of them. I counted at least a dozen, all scurrying toward my husband’s position where he and about half as many men were attempting to form ranks.
Templar, or so I assumed. They were all armed with swords, shields, and other archaic weaponry. The only thing missing were their obnoxious red cloaks. Guess the ex-part still applies.
However, that would also likely soon be the case for their status as living, at least if V and I didn’t do something soon. Pissed as I was at my husband, I wasn’t nearly angry enough to relish becoming a widow at the age of thirty two.
Ahead of us, one of the knights stepped forward, swinging his sword at the creature closest to him, the reverbing clang as its armor rebuffed the attack echoing through the tunnel.
Not good, but I saw in the next instant it was about to get much worse.
“Down!” Vincent cried, tackling the man just as another of the creatures spat a glob of ick at him. It hit the wall, a thick mucus-like blob, and there it began to smoke as the substance started eating through the wall.
Holy shit! What the hell had we stepped into? “V?”
“If you don’t mind me making a suggestion, I’m thinking number four.”
A girl after my own heart.
The creatures didn’t appear to have noticed us yet, but that was about to change as we both screamed out an incantation and began to glow an angry red color.
It was time to bring the pain.
This particular bit of nastiness wasn’t the worst we could do, but it was probably a good mix between kicking ass while not killing every single one of the men we were trying to save.
In the next instant we let loose, beams of red-hot energy lancing out from our outstretched hands. Mine went slightly wide, clipping the legs of one of the creatures, but not enough to cripple it. V had always been the better shot, so hers was more on target. She hit one of the creatures dead center, blasting a hole clear through it and cauterizing the wound in the same instant.
Showoff.
The beast stood there for a moment longer, then toppled over onto its side ... at which point the closest living roach monster began tearing into it with its mandibles.
Eww. Guess these guys weren’t overly picky about who they made a meal out of.
“What the?” one of the warriors cried.
Then another pointed our way and yelled, “Witches!”
Guess that black cat was out of the bag.
“They must have summoned these demons!”
Uh oh. Time to nip that one in the bud. “Back away,” I said, magically amplifying my voice. “We’ve got this.”
“Kelly?” Vincent replied, his eyes opening wide. “What are you...”
“Save it,” I growled, neither in the mood to do this in front of an audience nor willing to ruin my concentration.
I let fly again with another blast, this one hitting another of the creature square in the face, bisecting its head and dropping it like a bad habit.
Rather than acknowledge we were there to pull their fat out of the fryer, the Templar continued their catty chatter, throwing all sorts of nasty accusations our way.
Too bad there wasn’t time to tell them where to stuff it, as I quickly realized this one and done approach wasn’t going to cut it for long. These monsters didn’t seem all that bright, but it was becoming obvious they realized we were the bigger threat here as the majority of them broke off their attack and turned our way.
Far less good was the speed at which one of them dodged Veronica’s next shot, scuttling to the side and letting it harmlessly scorch the wall.
They might not look like Peter Parker, but they apparently had his agility. If we wanted to win this, we were going to have to get messy.
“Get them out of here!” I cried to my husband, before lowering the volume and turning to V.
“Number one?” she offered.
“Not yet. Too messy. Wait for the men to be get clear first. How about a fist of force instead?”
“You know it’s not called...”
“Yeah, I know. I still like my name better, okay.”
“Number eight it is, then,” she replied with a grin.
As we both unleashed the power of the spell, though, it became obvious the Templar had other ideas.
“Now, men!” Vincent shouted. “While their backs are turned.”
Oh no.
An invisible wave of energy exploded out from both of us in a wide arc, kind of like a giant-sized punch to the jaw thrown at tornado speed.
It was a hell of a flyswatter. Too bad it was also pretty good at swatting people.
The insectoid abominations were much closer and thus received the brunt of the spell – the results being instantaneous and brutal.
Limbs were torn off, necks were snapped, and bodies were sent careening into the walls, most of them crumpling on contact – their acidic innards spilling out and causing smoke to rise from wherever they touched.
Sadly, the Templar weren’t far enough back to be entirely spared. Every single one of them were bowled off their feet, with two hit hard enough to send them flying back ass over teakettle.
I knew some damage control was going to be needed stat, the majority of these assholes already being leery of our kind. However, I was distracted from doing so as V stumbled next to me.
I quickly caught her by the arm, although it was almost enough to drag me off my feet.
“Ugh,” she gasped. “That took a lot out of me. I must be more out of shape than I thought.”
“It happens,” I replied, breathing heavily myself as the stress of casting multiple intensive spells was beginning to catch up. “Don’t worry. You’ll get your sea legs soon enough.”
“I’m not sure I want to get them...”
“Hold, men!”
“No! You saw it, Brother Vincent. The witches attacked us. Brother Kevin is injured.”
“They are the harlots of Satan,” another cried, “and should be treated as such.”
Uh oh.
After our first meeting, Vince had been able to overcome his inherent distrust of witches, at least enough to keep an open mind. That had eventually grown into acceptance and finally love. However, I really needed to remember not all of his former friends were so open-minded. Many still held onto their old prejudices. And though I’d met several over the years, I’d made it a point to remain coy about my former allegiances.
I’d hoped with magic’s return that perhaps enough time had passed for the former holy rollers to have mellowed out.
Yeah, definitely a stupid assumption.
And now, as half the men drew their weapons, while the rest helped their fellows back to their feet – probably so they too could draw their weapons – I realized it was likely going to be a costly mistake on my part.
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