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Dedication






We will all die, yet


Some will choose to love harder.


Maybe that’s enough

















“I think cinema, movies, and magic have always been closely associated. The very earliest people who made film were magicians.”






-Francis Ford Coppola






Chapter 1






How many stories are about secrets? So many hinge on the thing unsaid, that fateful kernel of information which, if shared, could have allowed the characters to avoid the whole mess. 


This story is the other kind. 


This is the kind about a secret revealed. Not quite a confession, but almost. And given freely, not coaxed or cajoled or tortured out of some reluctant keeper of unutterable knowledge. Quite the opposite. This story threw itself at the listeners, begging to be believed, valued, purchased. But it wasn't. 


In those secret-style stories, the truth would set everyone free. But humans don't always want to be free. Even if the truth could be served for thirty bucks with a gallon of soda, a bag of popcorn coated with a heart attack of butter and salt, and Dolby Surround sound to drive it into their stupid human ears. Humans don't want to know some things.


A truth rejected does not qualify as a secret. Just a failure. 


Three humans who didn't want to know any secrets sat around three sides of a rectangular table in a conference room in Burbank, California, and, in a way, they were the people most prepared to hear the story and most prepared to reject it. Listening to good stories was a big part of their job, but saying, "No," was the bigger part. 


"So, who is next?" Joyce asked. William Joyce's friends called him "Bill." His colleagues called him "Mr. Joyce" or just "Joyce" if they got promoted high enough. And people in the industry who pretended to be his friends and colleagues called him "Big Bill" which he hated but tolerated because it clearly identified them as people who would never be his friends nor colleagues. He was big, heavy set by L.A. standards, and important by industry standards. But people who are heavyset or important do not need to be called "big." 


Carol and Kim got to call him "Joyce."


Kim looked at their notes. Kim was a non-binary person who leaned toward male presenting but wore eye makeup and painted nails, and they tapped those expensive, light blue nails on the manilla folder in front of them. “This guy’s treatment came to us from Warner, so there’s already some interest. Weird thing: It doesn’t include his name. All part of the schtick, like the story is some big, top-secret expose, but it’s clearly a monster movie, so that’s a clever framing device.”


Carol rolled her eyes. “Or cheesy. We’ll see.” She had dyed magenta hair, cat-eye black-rimmed glasses, and that well-practiced eye roll, which should have made her look like fun, but her frown mostly matched her severe business pantsuit.


Joyce just nodded at her. Then he pressed the intercom button. “Martha, send the unnamed gentleman in, please.”


“Right away, Mr. Joyce,” a pleasant voice chirped.


The three sat in a brief, uncomfortable silence while they waited. Kim opened the folder in front of them, looked at the film treatment, then decided not to have it open during the pitch and closed it.


The man who walked into the conference room wore a tailored gray suit, somewhat too warm and far too formal for L.A.  His hair was a dirty blond and looked like he’d had it styled on Rodeo Drive with the explicit instruction to make it look ruffled by a breeze on a yacht. Clean shaven and with movie-star cheekbones, he flashed a smile that was a little too white, a little too friendly, and a little too confident for a man who should have been appearing, hat in hand, to beg these producers to consider making his movie. 


“Mr. Joyce, Mx. Quinlan, and Ms. Doyle, thank you for meeting with me today.” He didn’t offer to shake their hands and didn’t ask if he should sit.


“Nice to meet you, Mr. …?” Carol provided the fill-in-the-blank question.


“I’m just the messenger, so let’s go with ‘Emissary.’ Feel free to use it as a first name or last name.” He flashed that smile again. “Or both.”


Kim smiled, but there was a bit of Carol’s eye roll in their voice when they said, “Alright, Emissary Emissary, what have you got for us today?”


The emissary repositioned his feet, signaling he was launching into a rehearsed pitch and revealing he had some acting training like every third person in Hollywood. “There’s some backstory, which will be revealed within the story itself. Or maybe in a crawl at the beginning. But, of course, the story can’t start with all of that as an infodump. For our purposes now, suffice it to say that it’s set in the modern day in our world, but there is a secret organization of monsters  — think werewolves and vampires and witches and Merfolk — and they have been around for thousands of years doing things behind the scenes, which we’ll learn about later. But the movie itself starts with two beautiful women on screen and …” He held up his hands and mimicked a clapperboard snapping shut, and, as his hands connected, he shouted, “... action!”













“But as all else, being elemented too, 


Love sometimes would contemplate, sometimes do”






-John Donne, “Love’s Growth”






Chapter 2






Bel and Lena were also headed into a meeting, also. 


The mansion sat just inside the north side of Monaco, almost on the French side of the border. The tiny city-state on the Mediterranean coast was well known as a playground for the wealthy and a headache for global tax regulators. 


Bel drove the rented Lamborghini up the long driveway and through the wide round-about in front of the house. After parking in front of the steps leading to the front door, she raised her upswing door and snaked one pale leg out. The high slit on the left side of her black cocktail dress made sure to capture some attention. 


As Bel tossed the keys to the valet, Lena swung her door up and mimicked Bel’s dramatic exit, the high slit on her bright red dress conveniently located on the right side, her brown leg contrasting against her dress’s sequins. The couple had coordinated their outfits carefully because it was part of the fun; they could walk in with every sign screaming they were together, and at this particular party (and in so many other settings), the humans would presume they were two single, straight friends. 


Bel had grown her hair out over the last few months until it came down to her jawline, still shaved short on the sides and the back but now swept over on one side instead of being gelled up. For tonight’s occasion, she’d dyed it a bright fire-engine red to complement Lena’s sequins. Lena, for her part, wore black sequined gloves, large black tiffany art deco earrings, and an ornate black necklace to match Bel’s dress. 


The pair hooked their arms as they ascended the steps together, almost walking on point like ballerinas because of the heels they’d chosen for the occasion. But even paired that way, bare shoulders pressing together on a warm, humid Mediterranean night, they could feel  the armed security guards—two at the foot of the stairs, two at the door, two in the foyer, and the final pair in the ballroom—all evaluating them as potential sexual targets. Even the most subtle and professional of the guards gave himself away with his elevated heart rate and the change in the smell of his sweat, though he barely gave them a moment’s glance. And Bel knew the difference, the way humans—male, female, and everything in between—reacted differently to potential partners than to those they immediately dismissed as unavailable halves of coupled pairs. 


Lena was learning to detect that, too, though she’d only had her new senses for a few months. After catching one of the humans eyeing them in that way, she’d squeeze Bel closer, maybe shoot her a glance, and then point the person out with her eyes. The couple would laugh, a laugh that would be interpreted as two single straight women out on the town, looking to get drunk and pair off with single straight men, or men who were single for the evening, maybe even security guards at the end of their shifts. The humans were invested in imbuing Lena and Bel with extremely specific, self-serving plans for the evening’s adventures.


Bel and Lena had their own plans.


The ballroom was only three-quarters as full as the hosts would have liked. They would have sneered at the ratio of white-suited serving staff to guests. But the number of heavily armed guards made the hosts feel comfortable, and the ratio of women to men pleased them. 


Part of the challenge of throwing a party like this was to invite enough single women to entertain the foreign VIPs without getting the attention of too many authorities. Notice of the party had been spread carefully, with professional party planners recruiting at dance clubs for weeks beforehand, passing out flyers, buying drinks, giving out pills in little bags or bumps of cocaine in bathrooms. Most of the guests were not professional sex workers, though there were a few. The bulk of the guests were aspiring social media influencers; the taking of selfies on the dance floor so ubiquitous it could have been considered a dance move of its own. The DJ, a Moroccan who was decently famous back home and gaining notoriety internationally, leapt back and forth between turntables on stage as colored spotlights pinwheeled over him and the ornate marble double staircase behind him. Luckily for Lena and Bel, those stairs were not roped off, and guests who wanted to watch the DJ and catch a breather from the dancing stood above and behind him holding champagne flutes and shouting at one another to make pleasant conversation. 


Lena did not have to shout for Bel to hear her over the music, but she chose her words carefully in case anyone was reading lips. “I count eight in here.”


“Same. Stairs?” 


“Yeah, let’s see if they’ll take us right in.”


The pair made their way through the middle of the dance floor, gyrating their hips to the rhythm to remain inconspicuous. Both enjoyed the dancing. It was freeing to wear the layer of disguise. They weren’t under any obligation to dance well, since they were merely playing the roles of partygoers, so they could laugh at themselves and, in their silliness, dance better than if they’d felt the need to impress one another with their cool moves. They laughed about their shimmies, steps, and electric slides which drove them closer to the stage. Lena, who had the butt for it, did not twerk, but Bel, who did not, made a committed attempt, and Lena found that hilarious. She got up on that and spanked Bel further toward the stage, much to the amusement of the nearest dancers who whooped and cheered for the ludicrous display. When they neared the stage, Lena and Bel grabbed one another’s hands, feigned exhaustion, and made their way around to the staircase, then up halfway where they found a few free steps next to the railing. They stood there for a moment, laughing in character but also authentically, watching the DJ below, clocking the guards at the top of the stairs out of the corners of their eyes. 


A server in a white suit coat carrying a tray of champagne flutes swept by. Bel guessed the woman probably didn’t speak Norwegian but would believe someone as pale as Bel herself might, so, while she took two glasses off the tray, she chose that language to try to start a conversation about where they could find a bathroom. After the woman explained, in French, that she didn’t speak Norwegian, Bel switched to a halting, broken French to thank her. 


“What was that about?” Lena asked in English.


Bel spoke a dozen languages fluently and could mimic dialects to play a Parisian, a Lyonnaise, a Nantais, or a person from rural France well enough to fool most people. “I wanted to figure out what language to use when talking to the guards.”


Lena bit her lip. “Will it be French when we get inside, too? How am I going to deliver my quips and catch phrases?” It was only her second visit to Europe, the first having been a whirlwind. She hadn’t even had time to learn enough French to say, “Holy shit! I’m in the catacombs of Paris being attacked by a skeleton army while I try to save the world from an evil Necromancer,” before she was hopping on a ship and sailing to Central America. 


She’d grown up in an English- and Spanish-speaking household in Oregon and had lived for a year in Costa Rica, so her two native tongues were impeccable, but she’d only had 29 years to master those, while her girlfriend had been traveling around the globe for the last eight centuries. Bel started off speaking a dialect of Welsh, one that preceded the existence of Wales as a distinct country and which wasn’t spoken by anyone anymore, not even in modern Wales. Bel would be able to handle the languages once they got inside, but Lena worried she would have to ask for translations.


“I’m sure they’ll speak English. In fact, that’s probably what they use when they’re doing business. But their guards might not understand your one-liners.”


Lena scowled. “Fuck, man. I have some good material I’m planning on trying out.”


“Did you just call me ‘man’?” Bel asked. “I’m deeply offended.”


Lena didn’t miss a beat. “No, I called you my ‘fuckman.’ It’s like a ‘fuckboi,’ but slightly more respectful. If I’d gone with “fuckwoman,’ that would’ve been flattering, but I’m trying to be professional when we’re at work.”


Bel shook her head. “Too many syllables. How about ‘fuckgal’?”


Lena pushed away from the railing and stood very stiffly. “Ew, no, I do not like the sound of that.”


Bel nodded. “Yeah, that sucks. ‘Fuckpartner’ has the same syllable problem as ‘fuckwoman’.” She flashed a toothy smile at Lena. “‘Fuckbroad’? ‘Fucktoots’?”


“I’m liking all of this less and less. You have to stop.”


“Fine, I’ll leave the wordsmithing up to the writer, man!” Bel drew out the last word. 


Lena smiled. “I love you.”


“I love you, too. You ready to do this?”


Lena became pensive, but only briefly. “I think so, yeah. Let’s do it.”


The two carried their untouched champagne flutes up to the top of the stairs. There, a guard in a black suit with an M-16 hanging on his shoulder and the bulge in his coat failing to conceal the Glock stepped into the middle of the space leading to the balcony around the ballroom. 


“Ladies,” he said in French, “I’m sorry, but this area is off limits.”


Bel choose a Parisian accent because it felt most dismissive. “Yes, of course, but my friend just needs to use the ladies’ room, and the waiter said it was up here.” She continued to walk past him.


“No, no, no,” the man tried, “They should not have told you this. The restrooms for guests are on the first floor.” 


“Our presence was requested for the meeting on the second floor,” Bel said, “but my friend needs to use the restroom first. So, point us to the bathroom, and then you can check and see that they want us to come to the meeting. Oh, but here, will you take these first?” 


Bel shoved their champagne flutes into the guard’s hands. He tried not to accept them, but she pushed them into the crooks of his arms, then turned to join Lena, who’d already walked past him.


“Mademoiselle, no, you cannot continue up here. This is off limits.”


Lena turned to him and walked backwards as she spoke in English. “So, the bathroom is this way?”


The guard switched to English and followed her while Bel kept pace with him. “No, Miss, you cannot be up in this part of the house.” He shifted one flute to hold both by the stems in one hand, then gestured fervently with the other, like he was trying to fan a flame to leave its candlewick and burn elsewhere. “You must come back to the party.”


Lena made it to the bathroom door. “I really need to use the bathroom. But you can stand guard out here or come inside or whatever you want. I just need to pee.”


The guard tried to stop her, but the door swung away from him, so when he reached out his free hand, all he could do was bang it open rather than closed, and then the woman was inside, and the other one, with the bright red hair, was edging around him to go inside as well. 


“In or out, we don’t care,” she said in her haughtiest Parisian French. “If you want to ask them about taking us to the meeting, go do that, and if you want to come in and watch us pee, that’s fine, but make up your mind.”


“No, no, ma’am, no,” he said, and pushed his shoulder into the door’s frame to block her passage. Bel gently rested a hand on his shoulder and held him back just as forcefully as if he’d been leaning on the doorframe itself. The shock of her strength dislodged the rifle’s sling slip off his shoulder. When the weight of the gun caught in the crook of his elbow, the champagne in the flutes sloshed up and splashed onto his jacket, shirt, and shoes. As he examined the damage, the door closed in his face. 


“Merde,” he said. Flustered, the guard looked for a place to set the flutes and what remained of the champagne. Spying an end table, he hiked the rifle back onto his shoulder, stepped quickly over and deposited the glasses, and then hurried back to the bathroom door. Moving fast, he planned to slow and knock, but just as he approached, the door opened, and the woman in the black dress grabbed a fistful of his shirt and used his own momentum to pull him inside. 


Three minutes later, lipstick carefully reapplied, Lena and Bel stepped out of the bathroom, walked purposefully around the balcony to a hallway, and headed towards the office where their targets were meeting.  All the doors might have delayed them. They would’ve heard and smelled the meeting’s attendees behind the right one eventually, but the door flanked by two men was the clear winner. These two were more serious. They held their machine guns in their hands. 


As Lena approached, she remembered following Matteo down the hall in The Venetian Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas only three months earlier, walking towards two similarly stationed guards outside the office belonging to Cassius, the one who had stolen her manuscripts. Those two guards hadn’t been holding any weapons, but they’d been far more dangerous than these two. She’d been so nervous that day, terrified mostly about the danger to the werewolf pups, less so about the danger to the entire human race, least of all for herself. Now she walked down the hall towards the guards with a nonchalance she couldn’t have imagined only three months ago. She was a very different kind of person.


The guard furthest away stepped around so the two men blocked the width of the hall. “This area is off limits,” he said. The other tightened his grip on his rifle, edging the barrel towards them, making it clear he was preparing to aim without actually doing so.. 


Bel pointed back down the hall with such conviction that one of the guards looked over her shoulder. “They told us to come up here to provide some extra company. You can ask downstairs or ask the men inside.” Then she made a show of translating this into English for Lena, which wasn’t all for show since Lena really hadn’t caught the French, but it gave the men one more complication to deal with.


Lena noted the way Bel kept giving guards multiple options to contemplate to keep them distracted. I’ll have to remember that trick, she thought. 


One guard looked to the other. “Do we interrupt or call downstairs?” he asked in French.


Bel turned to Lena. “He’s asking if they should call downstairs or interrupt the meeting.”


“Oh,” Lena said. Then, quicker than any human could move, she lunged forward and yanked the guns out of both men’s hands. It happened so fast, they literally stared down at their open palms, mouths agape, and still hadn’t looked up when Bel punched both simultaneously. She didn’t jab with her nails extended the way she normally would have when intending to maim or kill, partly because she didn’t want to be covered in blood (yet), but partly for Lena’s sake. Still, she didn’t pull her punches much. 


A blow to the face must be pretty hard to render a human unconscious, and the same number of pounds of pressure can kill just as easily as knocking a person out. In the movies, the good guys always find that perfect balance, knocking out the guards when they want to in order to keep the audience on their side. In reality, the best way to make sure they didn’t make any noise was to kill them. Bel hit both men so hard, one died immediately. The other managed to moan as he fell, so she crouched over his body and delivered a second blow, one that proved fatal as well. 


She looked up at Lena and shrugged. “I tried.”


Lena shrugged, too, bouncing the two seven-pound rifles in her hands like they were feathers. “I appreciate the effort.” Using one toe, she removed one of her heels, then switched feet and removed the other so the shoes stood next to one another like the last sad pair of creatures waiting in line for Noah’s ark. Then, as quickly as she snagged the guns, Lena sprinted down the hall to a door far enough away to be out of human earshot, turned the handle with enough force to pop the lock, and opened it. She dashed inside the bedroom without turning on the light, laid the rifles on the bed, and sprinted  back, passing Bel who was already barefoot and fireman-carrying one body. Lena hoisted the other onto her shoulder and followed Bel. Once both guard’s corpses were flopped down next to their rifles on the bed, the women picked up their heels, positioned themselves in front of the office door, and knocked gently.


“Yes?” a voice called.


Bel shoved the door open, and Lena stepped through, holding her heels up. “We’re here!” she said in English. “They said you guys wanted us to come up to party.”


Five people occupied the room. Elmer Madsen, the mansion’s owner and party’s host,  sat behind a large desk in front of a wall-to-wall bookcase filled with antique books. Someone once told Bel he was more of a collector, less a reader.  As a respected billionaire business tycoon, Madsen made his legal money from open pit mines that produced a lot of the rare earth metals needed for cell phones. He also pocketed gobs of illegal cash connecting criminals like the two sitting across from him. Ironically, illegal arms sales killed fewer people than his legitimate businesses. Elmer Madsen spent a ridiculous amount of that money on plastic surgery, dieticians, personal trainers, tailors, and hairdressers, so at sixty, he could pretend the two women reclining on the couch were interested in him because of his body and his good looks rather than his money.


The couch sat facing the desk on the other side of the room, separating Elmer’s study and receiving area from his bedroom. A decorative table on the other side of the desk behind the couch held a crystal vase filled with fresh-cut flowers, replaced daily so they were the first things Elmer’s overnight guests saw when leaving his bedroom in the morning. The women on the couch were not interested in Elmer’s body, his good looks, of the flowers. They weren’t specifically interested in his money, either. They were big fans of the drugs purchased with his money, and, at present, they were so loaded, they were only vaguely aware Lena and Bel had come into the room. For Elmer, these women were mostly decorative as well, and they were replaced frequently, though less regularly than the flowers. 


Two men sat across from Elmer’s desk in chairs between the desk and couch. These men were very aware of Lena and Bel. Leon Vogt was a former officer of the Stasi, the East German security services, and when the Berlin Wall fell, he’d left with enough truckloads of Russian Kalashnikov rifles to start multiple armed rebellions in Africa and the Middle East. He also had a well-known fetish for women’s high heeled shoes, so he couldn’t take his eyes off the pairs in Lena and Bel’s hands. 


Ayşe Kaplan was a representative of the Turkish secret service, and he’d been sent by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan to purchase off-the-books military equipment which would then be handed over to the Saudis who would use them to outfit American mercenaries to kill Yemeni civilians. Then they would tell the American government they were not involved and continue to receive the American guns. The Saudis didn’t mind the cost, especially if it repaired the relationship with Turkey’s president and kept the Americans happy. The flood of cash meant Madsen stood to make a killing (by facilitating lots of killing) just by brokering the deal. But the deal was currently delayed by Kaplan’s less well-known fetish for women’s bare feet. 


Vogt stared at the shoes. Kaplan stared at Lena’s and Bel’s feet. Madsen stared at the now closed door. “Where are …? What did my men tell you at the door? Who called for you?” He composed himself. “I don’t mean to be rude. Of course, such lovely ladies are welcome, and you can see these gentlemen are both grateful for your arrival, but we take security here very seriously, so I must ask—”


“It’s kind of a funny story,” Bel interrupted. She walked between Vogt and Kaplan. She had to turn sideways to squeeze between the chairs facing Madsen’s desk. She carefully set her shoes down on the desk. “You see, we didn’t get sent up here by the staff, and the guards didn’t seem happy about it, either.”


“Nope,” Lena agreed. “In fact, we didn’t even receive a formal invitation.” She walked around the desk and set her shoes in front of Madsen. Then she ran a fingernail gently up his chin, then tapped the end of his nose with her index finger. “I’m a little offended that you forgot us, frankly.”


“But we were invited, in a way,” Bel said. She turned to the two women on the couch. “You two might want to leave for this part. Big, important secrets.”


One of the women didn’t seem to hear Bel at all. The other, who had been staring at the ceiling, snapped her head down and tilted it to the side. She spoke in English, but with a thick Russian accent. “Fuck you, bitch. We were here first. This is our party. Tell her, Elmer. These men are ours.” She didn’t mind Vogt and Kaplan sitting their backs to them, but she did not want to be turned out by these interlopers.


Bel looked at Lena. Lena shrugged. Then Bel looked at Madsen. “It’s fine with us if they stay.”


“Alright.” He called over Bel’s shoulder, “You girls can stay. It’s fine.” Then to Vogt and Kaplan, “It’s fine if they all stay, right? The more the merrier.” 


The distracted men only nodded.


Madsen looked back at Lena, “But I still don’t understand—”


“Actually, it was Mr. Vogt who got my attention first,” Lena explained. She walked around Madsen’s chair, running her nails gently over his shoulders as she passed behind him and rounded to Vogt’s end of the desk. “I wanted to sit down with you and discuss your business dealings. You just seemed special to me, Mr. Vogt. A very clear, cut-and-dray case of 100% moral depravity. That’s what I was looking for.”


“Yes,” Bel jumped in, “but then we found out you would all be here together.”


Lena touched her hip against Vogt’s arm, and it was almost enough to pull his eyes away from the shoes on the desk. “Yeah, you three are not the easiest people to meet with, and you aren’t really the best host, Mr. Madsen.”


“Oh, is the party not to your taste, Miss …?”


Lena ignored him. She had a line to get to. “Did you notice, Bel?”


“I couldn’t help but notice, Lena.”


Lena looked at Madsen. “You didn’t offer us seats at the table, Elmer.”


“Oh, I’m sorry. I can…” His voice trailed off, and he scowled, confused. There was no table for them to sit around.


“Do you know what they say, Mr. Vogt?” Lena asked.


For the first time, he tore his eyes away from the shoes. “What?” He didn’t seem to be asking about what they say, specifically. It was more of a general question. 


“They say, ‘If you don’t have a seat at the table…’” Lena leaned down and put her lips near Vogt’s ear. “... ‘you’re the meal.’” Then she unhinged her jaw, retracted her human teeth, and extended the concentric rows of thin, hollow needle teeth. When she plunged her lips around his neck, the teeth went to work opening the tissue, and she drank. 


Both Madsen and Kaplan shouted curses loosely related to gods they didn’t believe in. Kaplan grabbed for the pistol in his shoulder holster and managed to get his hand around the grip before Bel sucked enough blood out of his neck to cause him to lose consciousness. Quieter and more controlled than her punches in the hall; if only heroes in movies could quickly drain blood from the bad guys they didn’t want to kill, they could knock them out more effectively. Elmer yanked open the top drawer of his desk and pulled out his pistol. He chose to aim for Lena rather than Bel, perhaps because he’d seen her teeth before she bit Vogt.


This turned out to be a terrible choice for everyone in the room. 


In his terror, he fired wildly. Lena saw the gun coming up from the desk and had plenty of time to move, so she’d seemingly vanished, leaping to his side faster than he could make his eyes move. Madsen’s choice to aim for Lena did not work out well for Vogt. He was still alive, if only barely, and hadn’t had time to slump over, when Madsen put the first bullets into his head, shoulder, and chest.


Another thing the movies often get wrong; bullets don’t just stop when they’ve hit a target . So, as Madsen kept pulling the trigger, aiming at the space where Lena had been, he managed to put 19 of his 21 rounds into the two women on the couch behind Vogt, and five of those bullets had passed through Vogt and the back of his chair before hitting the women (and the couch behind them, and the decorative table behind the couch, and the wall behind the table, and the mirror in Madsen’s bedroom on the other side of the wall…). The bullets hit the table behind the couch at just the right angle to cause it to buckle and collapse. The heavy vase with the cut flowers fell forward towards the couch first, splashing the dying women with one last insult as it bounced on the top of the couch, then flipped the other way and shattered in the doorway of Elmer’s bedroom. So Madsen’s choice to aim for Lena did not work out well for the two women on the couch. 


Although Bel saw Lena had safely dodged out of the way, she felt absurdly protective. They had been in a relationship for only a few months, and Lena had been a vampire for about that long. She threw the unconscious body of Kaplan down and launched herself at Madsen. In her haste, she didn’t save any of her meal for later. Kaplan’s head hit the edge of Madsen’s desk with about as much force as a human normally produces when splitting logs with an eight-pound maul, a trifle for Bel but certainly not what Kaplan would have wished for that morning while sipping his Turkish coffee.


Bel pounced on Madsen like a cat, her feet landing on his lap, her weight and momentum driving the chair back on its little wheels. Her nails punctured his shirt, the cartilage of his sternum, and his lungs beneath. Her teeth sank into his throat, but she didn’t waste time drinking, just yanked her head back and ripped a chunk free, then leapt again so that she landed on her feet in front of him as his chair continued to slide back into the wall. 


The gentle thunk of the chair’s leather back against the bookcase, muted compared to the drama of Elmer’s demise, was enough to knock a shelf askew. That one fell onto the next, a slightly louder thunk, just heavy-against-soft, and then the antique books rained down, clapping and plonking onto their deceased owner, his chair, and his hardwood floor in a cacophony that  kept going on and on. 


Madsen’s choice to aim for Lena resulted in the sound of 21 gunshots, a crashing end table, a shattering vase, a breaking mirror, and the clatter of 64 heavy, decorative antique books falling onto a hardwood floor. 


“How long before more security gets here?” Lena asked.


“Long enough. Longer than anyone in here will have a heartbeat, anyway, and then they get really hard to drink. Quick, you see if there’s much left of Madsen, and I’ll see if one of the women still has a pulse.”


The two vampires went to work sucking as much as they could from the room’s occupants, but Madsen had nearly bled out from his neck and chest wounds, and the girls were both nearly dead when Bel got to them. Madsen’s imprecise aim had stopped Vogt’s heart, as had Kaplan’s brief encounter with the desk. Once the heart stopped beating, Lena and Bel had to suck and chew to get more blood, and it verged on the sensation of eating meat, something neither could stomach anymore. Plus, their vampire senses, perhaps due to some vestigial supernatural form of evolution, perhaps due to something deeper and more purely magical, rejected corpses as sources of food. As soon as the people died, both women felt waves of revulsion if they kept trying to feed. 


Their super-sensitive ears picked up the clumping of heavy boots on the stairs and the carpeted hallway. 


“Time’s up,” Bel said.


“Which way?” 


“Sorry to ditch the Lambo, but we’re going to have to go out Elmer’s balcony window, through the back yard, and out to the Boulevard d'Italie, then north into France, and—”


“I don’t know the fucking street names yet, Bel!” Lena said, and she laughed. “Just lead the way and I’ll follow you.” 


They sprinted into Madsen’s bedroom. Lena stopped to look back when the broken mirror caught her eye. The myth about vampires not casting a reflection wasn’t true.  Since her transformation, she’d enjoyed dressing up with Bel and prepping in the mirror. It was one of the elements of hunting she liked most, like every meal came with a costume party. Now, seeing herself reflected in a broken mirror, with a distended jaw and rows of wriggling needles, she couldn’t escape the idea that the bloody woman looking back at her was a broken version of her human self.


She pouted in the mirror, mad that the transformation hadn’t altered her figure. In fact, she’d put on weight, regaining all she’d lost during her period of deep depression in Costa Rica and then some. She looked like the version of herself who had been doing all that emotional eating back when her only form of exercise was writing short stories to exchange for rejection letters in her failed writer days. She turned sideways and sucked in her stomach. 


“We talked about this,” Bel said. “It doesn’t make you into what Madison Avenue says you should look like. It makes you look like the most seductive version of yourself. You need to get over the bullshit you were taught about how women are supposed to look and accept that this is the version humans will most easily be seduced by. Not twiggy, stick-figure Lena…” Bel wrapped an arm around Lena’s waist and pulled her gently towards the window, “... but meat-on-her-bones, voluptuous Lena.”


“Then why are you so skinny?”


“I put on a lot more weight when I changed than you did, Lena. I was a starving milkmaid on a medieval farm, remember? And I was glad to put on the weight. I understood that humans like a girl who looks like she isn’t starving. It tricks their brains into thinking it means she’s more ready to have babies. Beauty standards are really all about evolution and procreation and babies, babies, babies, Lena. Except some countries said, ‘Keep ‘em skinny so they are too fragile to run away, and we’ll get more babies out of them,’ and your fucked -up culture said, ‘Keep ‘em skinny and weak so they don’t look like Black women who work all day.’ Give it a few hundred years, and you’ll get over all that fucked-up-ness they taught you.” 


Lena looked hard at Bel. “Really? I’ll get over all of it?”


Bel shook her head. “No, probably not, but you’ll certainly have a better chance to deal with body-image issues if we piss off right now and don’t get caught by…” she paused and counted footsteps, “fourteen guys with machine guns. You haven’t been shot yet. It won’t kill you, but it hurts like … well, like getting shot, so let’s avoid that.” 


She opened the sliding door to the balcony just as the men in the hall kicked in the office door. Lena watched and mimicked Bel leaping up onto the balcony railing, then dropping silently into the courtyard next to the pool. Before the men could run the twenty-five feet to the balcony, both women had raced around the pool and across the lawn, jumped over the hedge, scaled the wall, and were walking briskly up the Boulevard d'Italie while Bel called for an Uber on her phone.


As the couple stood in the darkness, waiting for the car to arrive, Bel took two wet-wipes out of her tiny purse and handed one to Lena so they could clean the blood off their faces. She tried to offer a generous smile, but something in the expression tipped Lena off that her girlfriend was disappointed. Adopting a teacher-student relationship with a romantic partner is complicated in any circumstance. Theirs was worse because Bel was, objectively, the cause for Lena’s need to learn how to be a vampire. Oh, and there was the nearly eight-hundred-year age difference. It was weird. 


Bel did her best to maintain her patience. She found Lena’s desire to kill those she identified as deeply immoral immature. Humans were food. Bel didn’t need to morally evaluate cattle back when she’d been human, and she’d learned not to morally evaluate humans as a vampire. But she recognized her girlfriend needed this justification to feed. She owed Lena this as recompense for turning her without her consent. It was just damned inconvenient. 


“I’m sorry,” Lena said, apologizing for her performance, not the real reason Bel was irritated. 


“It’s okay,” Bel lied. 


That’s often how love sounds.









“We cannot solve problems with the kind of thinking we employed when we came up with them.” 


- Albert Einstein










Chapter 3






Tisina, Queen of the Sirens, Lord over all the Merfolk, Rider of the Leviathan, Ruler of the Depths and Heights of the Sea, struggled Not in the political sense, though her leadership was certainly in question now. Not in the emotional sense, either. Her feelings were always inscrutable to others, and she was frequently unsure of them herself. But today she felt a strikingly binary ambivalence, and she was comfortable with that. She wasn’t struggling physically as she had during childbirth, though one could say she was struggling with the consequences of childbirth. Not the physical injuries caused by pushing a monster out of her womb. Those had been considerable, but she was, herself, a monster, and she healed with supernatural speed. Sometimes a person feels like the walls are crumbling all around them and they are doing everything they can to keep from being buried, but that’s generally figurative. In Tisina’s case, this was quite literal. 


She sounded much as she had during childbirth, straining and pushing, but the tentacles which normally hid underneath the jellyfish bell masquerading as the skirt of her royal gown (which was, in fact, a part of her flesh) were splayed across her bedroom, holding up the walls. And the gorgon tentacles which pretended to be her hair pressed upwards, holding the ceiling in place. She was trapped between. 


Tisina could only attempt to hold on a little longer.


There wasn’t much left of the room to hold up. The once enormous space, so large it made even the huge four-poster bed in the center look like a dollhouse decoration, was now mostly filled with rubble. When two of the walls had buckled, they’d folded inward, crushing the bed entirely. 


Tisina had been lucky to be awake and fretting about the noises outside her room when it happened, and she was an incredibly fast swimmer, able to balloon out her bell and tentacles, then snap them together and propel herself like a rocket. She’d launched from the center of her bed, darted around a huge chunk of falling wall, and made her way to the highest point in the vaulted ceiling. 


When the third wall came down, the corner she hid in also collapsed, but she rode it down. Objects fall more slowly under the ocean, and she was able to reach out in every direction and guide some of the debris, heavy as it was. When the room’s ceiling descended onto the rubble on the floor, she created a small space and kept it from collapsing. 


At first, she reminded herself she was the queen, that a rescue would come promptly, that she just had to hold on for long enough and someone would pull one of the pieces of the ceiling away and set her free. It was only a matter of time. 


Only it wasn’t. Hours went by. She pushed and strained and sucked water in through her mouth and out through the gills along her jawline, ripping away every bit of oxygen she could get to her lungs and pumping it to the muscles all the way at the ends of her tentacles. She listened for the sounds of the expected rescue. Instead, she heard a nightmare. 


Her city, the capital of the Merfolk, was located at the top of an undersea mountain, one that would have been a part of the Mariana Islands if it broke the ocean’s surface. This gave the residents a home filled with sea life and the light and warmth of the sun, but close enough to the Mariana Trench that they could hide there from humans if they were ever in need. But now Tisina knew they would never have to abandon the city because of humans. The merpeople, her people, those who counted on her leadership and who she was entrusted to protect, were screaming and dying on the other side of the walls she held up, but there were no humans involved.


The cracks in the walls provided her with enough moving seawater that she didn’t deoxygenate it and suffocate herself, but those same cracks let in the sounds of devastation, the crashing buildings, the terrified wails, the keening of the injured, and, above it all, the roars of the monster, like the bellows of a bear but shouted underwater and multiplied a thousand times as they came out of every one of the creature’s ever -increasing number of mouths. 


Tisina wondered how many mouths it had now. And she decided it needed a name. It was her child, after all. She had the right to give it a name, even if the creature would never know it, never answer to it, never even hear it if the walls collapsed around her. She had the right to give her child a name even if that name would only live in her head and die with her. She wanted something grand enough for the rightful heir to the throne of all Merfolk, but also something that would fit a creature who killed its older twin while he was suckling at his mother’s breast, a creature who immediately fled from its mother to chase down a fleeing handmaiden, then slaughtered everyone it could find in the palace as it grew and grew and grew. 


Tisina remembered her handmaiden’s last desperate attempt to flee the room. Oh, my sweet Devushka, she thought. Perhaps you saved my life by drawing it away. And maybe that was no mercy. What would you have wanted me to name such a child? If it had a name, you would have fallen before it and plead for your life. It would not have slowed my child. Not this monster, created in this way, for this purpose. Whatever name you would have screamed and prayed and whispered in your last seconds, that is the fitting name for such a great king of all Merfolk. 


Tisina thought of all the languages she knew, human and monster. She ran through possible words, translating them, while she listened to an orchestra of carnage. She organized the languages alphabetically using the proto-Cyrillic alphabet the Merfolk had used before they were first banished to the sea millennia ago. She’d think of a word, then run it through a thousand languages. She didn’t know all of them well enough to remember each translation, but she needed something to occupy her time while she held the walls in place. With each new translation, she would take three quick gulps of breath, then say the next word, like an ever-changing mantra. 


A silence fell outside. The wailing and crying persisted, and pieces of buildings continued to fall, rumbling the seabed with each mini-quake. But the roaring ceased, and it was only in its wake Tisina realized how loud it had been. The pieces of stone she held up had been vibrating with it, and now they stilled. She knew two things immediately. This was her last chance to save herself. And she knew her child’s name. 


She tested the walls, pressing outwards with her lower tentacles, first more on one side, then another, then a third, until she found the wall that most wanted to fall outwards and the two wanting to fall in. She ran the tentacles on her head along the lip of the ceiling closest to the wall that wanted to fall outward, the east wall, and she found enough purchase for the tiny tips of those smaller tentacles to worm their way into the cracks. She took three quick gulps of breath. Then three more. The last she held in her cheeks, a sight that would have been comical if anyone could see her. She counted to three, forced the water in her mouth out through her gills, and heaved, pressing against the east wall and letting what remained of the others fall inwards. As they did, Tisina lifted the piece of ceiling sufficiently so the tentacles on her head reached into the growing gap. Then she yanked herself upwards while her lower tentacles shoved the ceiling back. It was just enough space, and her bell convulsed to launch her through. 


The stone walls crumbled in behind her. A blinding pain lanced her as rocks smashed two of her tentacles. One was caught between two slabs, but the other was severed almost completely, the pain excruciating. 


She was almost free, and almost free is worse. In a rage, she spun and wrapped her hands around the healthy portion of the trapped tentacle. Her other appendages—both those below and those from her head, —snaked themselves around her wrists and forearms. She yanked, felt her flesh tearing, not cleanly or quickly, but in slow, ragged starts, like some complex tapestry being rudely rent. Blood, like smoke, wafted around her from the new wound and from her first severed tentacle which could only dance to the rhythm of her straining. 


She wrenched the second tentacle free and saw pieces of her own meat float away from the tip of the severed limb. Her eyes stung with a vestigial pain, reminding her of an epoch when her ancestors' only ocean was in their tears. 


She forced her face into a calm composure. She was, after all, the queen. The people, if any remained, needed to see her unfazed. 


Her lower tentacles spiraled on the remains of her palace, and so she gracefully turned to survey the remains of her city. When she came almost fully around, she looked up at her child and fought off the urge to embody the worst stereotype of her species. She refused to gape like a fish. 


The enormity of the creature boggled Tisina’s mind. Roughly spherical, its exterior was covered in a mass of writhing tentacles. How big was the body beneath those tentacles? Tisina wondered. Two hundred feet in diameter? Three hundred? No, on closer inspection she realized those weren’t tentacles growing out of some planet-shaped body. The tentacles were the body. It was all tentacles looping and sliding over one another, a Siphonophore of distinct organisms. 


Each tentacle undulated, calm now, not attacking or thrashing. Each tentacle ended in a fine-pointed bulge shaped like a barb, But Tisinia had seen what these really were. Each could bisect and snap, like claws. And inside each claw hid a mouth waiting to swallow whatever it could cut off. The closed claws also functioned like eyelids, the open mouths smelling the water and serving as sense organs. Tisina hoped the claws or tentacles also contained some kind of tympanic membranes. She wanted her child to hear her, if only for the last time. 


Though she could swim with great speed and agility, she had to aim head-first when she did so. Now she wanted to present herself with as much regal grace as she could muster. Walking like an octopus on the ocean floor, she let her tentacles leap-frog one another and pull her along while she seemed to float—back straight, chin slightly up—across the ruins of her palace and into the central thoroughfare which aimed her directly at the creature. 


As she carried herself down the street, she saw merpeople out of the corners of her eyes. Most were corpses, or so injured they soon would be. She passed smaller buildings which had been spared and saw some of her soldiers hiding inside. They kept their backs to the walls protecting them from the creature, their tridents held in front of them like bouquets or votives or their own dicks. Cowards, Tisina thought. What real soldier would choose to live while their country lay in ruins? 


As she passed, some looked down, others beckoned to her with rough gestures, and a few swam out to form a phalanx behind her. These gave others courage, and the group grew. Tisina didn’t look back at them. She hated them all. An army of cowards hiding behind their queen, pretending to be led into battle after they’d already hidden while the battle was lost. If she’d turned to look at them, she would have spit, another vestigial human gesture which was more potent for the Merfolk. It meant, “I shouldn’t have to breathe the same water you live in.”


*Sharks and other carrion feeders prowled the city’s streets. When they smelled the blood trailing behind Tisina from her two severed tentacles, they left off the corpses they’d found and began to follow, hoping to incapacitate her. The corpses weren’t going anywhere. A particularly brave Great White, large for a male at 13 feet but smaller than the 16-foot females wending their way through the city, circled once at a ten-foot radius, then lunged at her bleeding tentacles. Tisina didn’t slow her stride. One of her larger, lower tentacles shot out like lightning and wrapped around the shark, just behind its eyes, then squeezed and wrenched. The whole front of the shark’s face tore free. Tisina kept sauntering forward. The other sharks fell on the corpse of the decapitated male, and the soldiers following Tisina gave the bloody feast a wide berth, shouldering along the buildings on either side of the road before falling in behind her again. 


Two more small fish darted up and pecked at Tisina’s wounds. For a moment, she let them. The tiny nibbles were ticklish. But one hit a nerve and made her wince. She grabbed both fish and broke their backs, then flung them behind her. No other life bothered her on the rest of the slow trek toward her child. 


The creature floated above Tisina like some obscene copy of a heavenly body falling from orbit, then halting, suspended fifty feet from the ocean floor. Tisina calculated by the angle of her head. Tisina understood optics and power dynamics. She knew she would need to look up at the thing, but she didn’t want to be shouting at its underside from directly below. When she was less than a hundred feet away and where she looked up 45 degrees into the center of the thing’s bulk, she stopped. To her surprise, a few of the soldiers swam parallel to her and aimed their tridents at the monster. She considered telling the Merfolk to lay down their weapons, then decided to ignore them. They were beneath her contempt, and if the creature decided they were a threat and killed them all, that was acceptable. She just wanted a tiny bit of time to speak. 


Tisina opened her mouth. Not the small one on her face used for polite conversation, but the one she hid just beneath her ribcage. 


“I am Tisina,” she shouted with this grotesque maw. Her subjects rarely heard her speak and never heard her call out in an elevated voice. She was famous for her silence. And most never saw her eat, though they knew sirens kept similar mouths hidden in the same place as gorgons. But now Tisina needed every decibel of power she could muster. When the soldiers started at the sound and sight of her, her shoulders and head thrown back at an inhuman angle, sound roaring out of her abdomen, Tisina knew she’d found the right volume. 


“I am Queen of the Sirens, Lord over all the Merfolk, Rider of the Leviathan, Ruler of the Depths and Heights of the Sea, and I am your mother. I command you to hear me!”


It did. A thousand tentacles sprang to life. Claws lanced towards her, then stopped. They opened, and the mouths inside gaped. Whether this was to improve hearing or expedite feeding, she couldn’t tell, but she felt compelled to hurry. 


“I surrender my city to you. All my true subjects would lay down their lives and the lives of their children to serve me, and I give them to you as a sacrifice. Take all of us who remain if you wish, but then go.”


She pointed an arm out like a weather vane, directly east. The direction wasn’t really important to her. She had targets in mind, but they were all around them. “Go and do what you were born to do. Fulfill your calling. Attack the surface dwellers and kill anyone in your path. Spare only those who bow down and worship you as a god, and even these you may kill at your leisure. Feast until you have eaten all you want and have grown as large as you can. For I am your mother, Tisina, Queen of the Sirens, Lord over all the Merfolk, Rider of the Leviathan, Ruler of the Depths and Heights of the Sea, and it is my right to command you and give you your name. I name you Lord Varr, The Grave that Devours, Prince of the Merfolk, The Destroyer of Humans, The Swimming Apocalypse. Go!” 


As she shouted, she pointed firmly again. “Go and bring with you the final ruin as I have planned, the extermination of humanity all Merfolk have dreamt about for generations. I, Tisina, have given you life and a name and a purpose. Now go, Lord Varr, and end their world!”


Despite her confidence she’d spoken every word exactly as planned, Tisina was a bit surprised when her child heard and obeyed. The claws twisted and aimed to the east, and then, one by one, they flicked backwards, some as large as the towers on her palace, propelling the mass away and creating such a strong current in its wake that Tisina’s own lower tentacles had to flatten against the cobbled street and hold on while her head tentacles were pushed uselessly to the west. Behind her, the soldiers leaned into the current and kicked their powerful tails to hold their positions, their gleaming scales flashing in the dim glow of the noonday sun. 


As Lord Varr swam away, Tisina turned to address her subjects. The flashing of their tails camouflaged another glint of light. The trident struck her in the abdomen. Positioned vertically, all three tines pierced her torso, pinning the mouth there closed. She looked down at the hilt of the spear, her face wearing an unusually clear expression of utter incomprehension. When the soldier charged at her, its powerful tail rippling, she didn’t look up at first, but her tentacles grabbed for him just as they had the Great White. Only he’d seen that and was ready. 


The knife in his hand lopped off both the tentacles that came for him in one stroke. When the pain hit Tisina’s brain, her head snapped up to face him. By then he was on her, grabbing the trident’s hilt and pushing her back and down. She made a last effort and wrapped a tentacle around his tail, trying to yank him away, but he angled the spear sharply so her effort only gave him more leverage. He bucked against her remaining tentacles using all the might his tail possessed. His strength lifted her off the street for a moment, then drove her onto her back. The trident’s tines wedged into the spaces between the cobblestones like a climber’s pitons, pinning Tisina. Exhausted, she loosened her grip on the soldier’s tail and waited for him to come at her with the knife.


He didn’t. Instead, he used his hands to swirl around  and see which soldier would attack him in return. Tisina looked at the soldier, then lifted her head as far as the trident would allow and scanned the others. 


No one moved. 


A soldier near the front gave a quick nod. 


Another made a show of pulling his trident away and aiming it back toward the ruined palace. 


Then, one by one, the Merfolk swam off to tend to their wounded.


But Tisina was not left alone. She watched the soldiers swim away, their tails sparkling, until the school became a blur on the dark street, then disappeared in the ever-present darkness of the depths. She didn’t know the name of the soldier who had betrayed her, the treacherous assassin who had dared to strike down his queen. But she understood. She’d declared them all forfeit to her son, sentenced them all to be sacrifices, and when Lord Varr had spared them, one rose up. She was surprised, but not shocked. More than anything, she was offended. While the assassination seemed justified, Tisina felt they owed her a clean death, not this dismissive abandonment, pinned to the street of her own city while these lowly soldiers swam off to recover whatever members of their peasant families lingered in the rubble. She was the queen. Killing her should have been the highest priority.


It was too dark to identify the shadows of the sharks circling above her, but she knew they were there. Some would come at her from above, but others would attack from the sides. She could not fight them all, could not intimidate them once the feeding frenzy began.


She was trapped. Tisina could only attempt to hold on a little longer.









“Evil people always support each other; that is their chief strength."  


- Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn






Chapter 4






For hundreds of years, The Convention held its annual meeting to choose leadership, approve bylaws, make resolutions, and identify policies it would implement the next year. Despite being populated by monsters, the organization obeyed the same universal forces that compel all institutions. It got organized. It built bureaucracy. It elevated those who could most effectively navigate that bureaucracy. Seemingly isolated events became traditions which became laws. 


And then, last year, it blew up. To be more specific, in the middle of the annual meeting, a human tried to assassinate a vampire who was presenting a new business item, a giant luck dragon tore up the place and then flew away through the ceiling, and the perpetrators escaped. In the ensuing chaos, The Convention could not complete its business. Everything was a mess. 


Some organizations have contingency plans for specific scenarios. For example, though it didn’t address attacks by dragons specifically, The Convention did have policies in place allowing the current elected officials to remain in office for an extended term in extreme circumstances where elections were prevented by events outside of their control. The Convention still had individuals in charge and a clear order of succession to maintain the power structure. But it didn’t have any document that said, “If everything really goes tits up, maybe step back and take a breath and figure out if an organization of supernatural monsters even makes sense anymore.” Institutions rarely, if ever, have plans for their own dissolution. The underlying principle of every living thing is: “Continue existing,” and institutions, as collective expressions of their constituents’ wills, always fall back on this same principle at their core. 


So, even without clear direction about what they ought to accomplish before the next annual meeting, the various dignitaries, elected officials, and bureaucrats of The Convention scheduled the same planning meetings they’d held the year before, and each division of the organization hoped some other would get their shit together and tell them what to do. The largest burden of these expectations fell on CimBim, the Convention Inquisition of Major Breaches and Minor Infractions, the judge, jury, and executioner of violations of The Convention’s central document (confusingly also called “The Convention”). Clearly, someone had fucked up, so the monsters assumed the group most able to right the ship would be the one responsible for dishing out punishments. Of course, anyone who has ever interacted with any group in charge of punishing people knows those are the last people who should be in charge of a response to a crisis. Punishment is inherently backwards looking. But punishment requires authority, so the punishers are often mistaken for people who can take charge and solve problems. Cassius was the perfect example of this error.


There are some men (mostly men) who believe denying their own luck makes them deserving of the benefits of their luck. This not only puffs them up; it allows them to look down on everyone else who isn't born as lucky while these men do everything they can to make sure no one else has access to the benefits luck has brought them. Cassius was such a man, only after almost a millennium of privilege, his star of self-regard had grown to the brightness of a super-giant, and his opinion of all other beings, human and monster alike, had shrunk to a burnt little asteroid which couldn't be spotted in an ecliptical position without losing one's sight.


For such men, any setback is an existential threat, no matter how small, because it strikes at the conceit that all successes are deserved. For a nearly- thousand-year-old vampire, this impulse was proportionally magnified. When multiplied by a situation as truly disastrous as the complete cock-up that was last year's convention, his fear-fueled rage was sustained and terrifying. 


To make matters worse, he’d lost a lot of his staff. Three of his crew had been blown up in Costa Rica trying to recover Lena’s first book. He’d managed to acquire the book with the help of the imp Apraxis, and then his longtime personal assistant, Mildred, leapt out a window and burned in the Las Vegas sun after reading Lena’s sequel. When Lena came to steal her books back, two of Cassius’ oldest and most faithful guards had been ripped apart by werewolves right in front of his office. Even his new temp hire, Ann, the office assistant who’d seemed promising, had also fallen out a window. Cassius mistakenly believed she’d at least managed to take a werewolf with her. Most frustrating, Cassius’ best operatives, Nando and Bel, had been missing for more than a year, and then Bel had shown up just in time to help some human, Esau, shoot Cassius on the floor of The Convention in front of everybody who mattered. For a vampire, being successfully shot by anyone was mildly embarrassing, and to have a human get away with it in front of the people Cassius most respected was positively mortifying. 


Cassius didn’t have enough people to yell at to make him feel better. Instead, when people called him for direction, he had to placate them, convince them he would handle everything, and simultaneously enlist their help so he had enough people-power to do the work, all while figuring out what that work was going to be. He had no master plan, since everything had gone so spectacularly pear-shaped. But now things seemed to be coming together bit by bit. 


First, he wanted to get his hands on Lena’s books again. They were still the two giant pieces left on the board: a book that could incapacitate, derange, or kill any human who read it; and a sequel that could do the same to any monster. Of course, the testing of the first novel had been incomplete. Cassius had seen the reports of the human trials, and the efficacy rates had been very high, but footnotes pointed out the weapon had only been tested on middle-class and wealthy white men. Still, Cassius felt certain eliminating this group, the group of humans he’d once been a part of himself, would reduce the rest of the human population to the stone age in short order. 


Lena’s sequel hadn’t been tested much at all. It had been discovered by accident when Mildred thought she was making copies of the first manuscript, read it, and leapt to her death. To Cassius, the effectiveness of both books was a secondary concern. He didn’t need his nuclear bombs to work. He just needed everyone to know he had them and they might work. That would be enough to give him empire-building power in The Convention. 


Of course, creating the first book had been the boondoggle that had gotten the necromancer, Nigel Marion, the most powerful werewolf Apocalumus Kreshnik, and the vaunted Pictish warlock Erdogan Ueda killed. Cassius had already invested most of his people in finding, acquiring, and losing the books. Having his nuclear options would be nice, but he didn’t want to sacrifice himself to find them again. And while he was pretty sure he was the hottest shit in existence, he knew he was no match for a dragon. So he’d called up his CimBim counterpart in the Asia region to get some help with his dragon problem. 


“Yes, I understand you’re upset,” Cassius said into his cellphone, and he leaned back in his chair and put his very expensive shoes up on his desk to console himself that he was still in control despite the fact that he was as close to apologizing and groveling as a man like Cassius can get. “I’m pissed, too. But it was a dragon. A mother-fucking dragon, Larry! You know the security protocols we have in place at The Convention. We’re ready for a lot of things, but not a dragon going ape-shit and smashing up everything.”


Ryou-Ryou Daiō’s deep, resonant voice came clearly through the phone. It was accompanied by a constant crackle easily mistaken for static. In fact, the yokai was standing in his own office, a large room which looked like a carefully manicured Japanese garden with a pond in the middle, except the pond was on fire and he paced on its surface amidst three feet of crackling flames. King Ryou-Ryou was not happy. He was a spirit ogre with the responsibility to rule over other spirits and crush them with a magical iron club when they got out of line, so he was accustomed to being irritated and experienced at channeling that irritation into brutal action. Cassius was right to be wary of him and take his calls. “I get that, Cassius. Dragons are above my pay grade, too. I’ve had my people looking to identify him, and we’re fairly certain he’s a Chinese luck dragon who goes by the name Lóng … which might be his idea of a joke because it just means ‘Dragon’ in Mandarin.” 


Cassius detected some complicated tension in Ryou-Ryou Daiō’s voice when he said “Mandarin.” Those who prefer to speak Japanese and those who prefer Mandarin have a complicated history filled with legitimate grievance, reluctant interdependence, and competing senses of superiority. This history’s attendant feelings are magnified when the beings involved have experienced much or all that history since their conflicting narratives’ origins of the world. Also, yokai don’t like spirits they can’t control, and dragons sometimes prey upon yokai, though not consistently. 


Ryou-Ryou Daiō resented that he had to work with the dragons in the Asian delegation at all, and he was now embarrassed that monsters from the other five regions might associate him with the dragon who wrecked last year’s convention. He wanted the dragon held accountable by CimBim even more than Cassius did. “The rumor is that he used to live in the Hengduan Mountains, then spent most of his time in his human form in Hong Kong, but some of my sources say he may have been further south, maybe even as far as Laos or Cambodia. It’s a lot of ground to cover, but we’re looking for him. I’ll take care of the Lóng problem. He probably isn’t part of some master plan related to your books. Or maybe he is, but if so, his plan is much longer-term than anything a group of humans and vampires cooked up. No offense.”


“None taken, Larry,” Cassius lied. Ryou-Ryou Daiō’s name best translated to “King Larry” in English. Ryou-Ryou allowed Cassius to call him Larry because he felt it polite to let an interlocutor speak to him in his own language. Cassius could speak passable Japanese and could have called Ryou-Ryou Daiō by his real name and title, but Cassius thought King Larry sounded stupid in English, and Cassius was the kind of person who liked to dictate other people’s names to make himself feel superior. 


“I’m not saying vampires don’t have longer-term plans than humans,” Ryou-Ryou Daiō mused, sounding more academic than defensive. He was the kind of person who could tolerate some insolence from lesser men as long as both of them knew Ryou-Ryou Daiō could bash the other man’s head in with an iron club if he felt like it. “I’m just saying dragons do things for reasons the rest of us don’t understand, yokai included. Who knows why Lóng attacked The Convention? It might have nothing to do with Nigel Marion’s NBI and the books you’re looking for. Maybe he just thought it sounded like fun. Maybe he sees time backwards. That’s some people’s theory about dragons. I don’t know. They aren’t just petty mischief-makers like the gremlins or slightly more complex chaos agents like the trolls. I deal with oni like those yahoos all the time, but the dragons are … they’re different. It’s best not to try too hard to understand them. Because, let’s face it, Cassius: You have a bigger problem.”


“Bigger than a sixty-foot-long luck dragon smashing everything at The Convention?”


“Not literally bigger. More consequential,” Ryou-Ryou Daiō said. He smiled at his concession, and even over the phone Cassius could hear that smile. Vampires don’t get the chills very often, but the sound of a smile spreading that far around a creature’s head was unnerving. Sure, Cassius could unhinge his jaw and open his mouth to an inhuman size when feeding. Vampires were creatures of the supernatural, their physiology not limited to nor dictated by evolution. But they were made of solid stuff, even if that matter did things matter shouldn’t. In contrast, Larry’s dark red, almost purple skin wasn’t matter in any way Cassius could understand. The yokai could not only stretch his mouth from ear to ear, he could move that mouth around his body’s surface if he wanted, or cover his body in little mouths, or make extra eyes appear, or stretch out its limbs in strange, liquid ways, or turn into smoke or slime. Cassius found Larry’s yokai-ness too disturbing to think about, and Cassius had been drinking the blood of live human prey for the last thousand years, so that was really saying something. 


“You mean the books.” Cassius didn’t inflect his voice because he was sure he was correct.


“No, not the books.” Larry shook his head as he paced on his pond of flames. “I must admit, Cassius, sometimes you vampires sound very much like humans, and I must remind myself you’re only few millennia old. Your obsessions with magical weapons. Your secret spells. Your plans to backstab one another to rise up in the ranks.”


Cassius almost laughed. “What are you talking about, Larry? You do the exact same thing! You knocked out how many other lords and earls and kings to get where you’re at?”


“Yes, and sometimes I even used a magic weapon to do it. But do you know what I needed to do before I got to use whatever magic weapon to cut down the people who stood in my way? First, I needed to be in the room. I had to play the part, bow low enough to the right people and not too low to the wrong people, get next to the target at just the right time, and then put the knife in his back. And if it had to be a magic knife, fine, fuck it, I found the right magic knife. But I had to make sure that when I pulled the knife out, the people left standing respected and honored and feared me. Meanwhile, you vampires just kick in the door, rip your enemy’s head off, and wonder why the next guy is going to do the same thing to you in only 80 or 90 years. Look around you, Cassius. You’re worried about some magic books. You think, if you have them, people will respect you. Meanwhile, your own spawn helped a human shoot you in the face in front of everybody. A human. A human shot you in the face.”


If Cassius could have blushed, his face would have been beet red. And he would have masked it as a flush of rage because he was the kind of man who converts shame into anger and then violence quickly enough to convince himself he never felt shame in the first place. Only he couldn’t lash out at Ryou-Ryou Daiō because A) they were on a long distance phone call, B) Ryou-Ryou Daiō was in his hall of judgment in his own pocket dimension where people were only allowed by invitation (mostly misbehaving oni about to get their heads smashed in), and C) Ryou-Ryou Daiō was his peer in rank in CimBim, and Cassius had called the guy for help. So, he filed away his rage, but he would never forget it, hoping someday to have an opportunity to hurt Ryou-Ryou Daiō physically or humiliate him because that’s how people like Cassius process embarrassment. For now, he swallowed it. “I know. What do you suggest?”


“Forget the books. They aren’t your main priority. And forget the dragon. I’ll deal with him here if I can find him. Focus on finding your spawn, her human girlfriend, and the human who shot you.” 


“So your advice is to become obsessed with revenge?”


“Yes! We’re not Buddhist monks, Cassius. We’re monsters! Find them, capture them, and then make sure there’s a large audience when you rip them apart in the scariest way you can imagine so everyone watching remembers you are not to be fucked with for the next thousand years. I know it’s more of a style thing, but I suggest getting a big iron club.” Ryou-Ryou Daiō kept his phone to his ear with his left hand, brought up his club with his right, and smashed it down on the surface of the flaming pond again and again, sending out giant splashes of fire. “Smash! Their fucking! Skulls! To paste!” He calmed and began pacing once again. “And the audience part is important. If your spawn loves this human, make her watch while you kill the human first. Or the other way around. And make sure your other rivals are there to hear them scream. The pageantry matters, Cassius. Make it a big production number.” He swept his iron club around at the hall Cassius couldn’t see through the phone. “A nice backdrop. Costumes. Masks are cool. I can make my face look like just about anything, and I’ll still put on a scary mask from time to time. Then take it off to reveal an even scarier face. It adds some nice panache.”


“Fine,” Cassius said. “Good plan. I like it.” He hated admitting this, so he ran ahead. “But last time I hired an outside consultant, an imp named Apraxis, to help me find and kidnap someone, the results were mixed. Who would you recommend to locate Bel and her Lena and this Esau guy?”


“Well, there are a number of monsters you could turn to, but consider this idea: This Esau human fancies himself a professional monster hunter, right? Maybe you can enlist him to hunt some monsters for you, and then, when he delivers them, you have all three.”


“Your advice is that I should hire the guy who shot me in the face to find the women who helped him shoot me in the face?”


“Probably best if he doesn’t know he’s working for you. Who does he work for?”


“Hell if I know, Larry.”


“Well, do some research. It’s not like you lack resources. And you don’t need to sleep. Trust me, this would not be the first time monster hunters worked for monsters. Capitalism is a monster’s best friend.”
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