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The day I met the vampire started normal enough. The clock insistent chime pulled me out of my slumber. I cracked an eye, then both, and glared at the dial. Ten. My first appointment was at one. After lying there for an eternity, wrestling with the pros and cons of getting out of bed, I finally hauled myself from the silken sheets. Racking my brandy-soaked brain, I tried to remember the name of that fellow I had fleeced at the casino the night before. He had been hopeless at poker, but an expert in bed. 

Eventually, a sublethal dose of coffee washed most of my hangover. I grabbed some clean clothes and tried to make myself look semi-respectable for the day ahead. I can't help it — I love flashy rags. Padma, my partner, always wears discreet sarees and insists on presenting an image of seriousness that inspires trust. Why the hell should a witch look serious? We're not lawyers! We’ve been eccentrics since the dawn of magic! Our life is tough, might as well enjoy the fringe benefits of it. I jammed a couple of emerald baubles into my lobes and piled my flaming locks into a messy knot on top of my head. I opted for a mixed Northern outfit with a low-cut shirt, a swishy red silk skirt, and a black corset hugging my waist.

Twenty minutes later, the groaning steam-powered rickshaw delivered me to the circus that was Windway at noon. Self-propelling carriages, velocipedes, motorcycles, handcarts, and ox-drawn wagons fought for every inch of the grand avenue, people and beasts bellowing curses in every tongue. It was easier to finish the journey on foot. Teleporting would've been much quicker, but any wizard will tell you not to abuse Power. 

I munched an apple, dodging the throngs of Nadinites in sarongs, Ilharans in shalwar kameez, Stesians in tunics, Parassis in saree, not to mention a few Northerners whose bustle skirts took up the space of two people. A pretty shawl in a shop window caught my eye — I'd have to swing by on my way back and haggle the leering merchant down to a reasonable price. 

Monsoon was in full swing, and the wet heat was at its peak. Rain-laden clouds threatened to break at any moment over my head. Some people hate this city. I fell for it from day one. Barramar had managed to remain a free port for over a millennium. Few rules, no ideology, no religion, no taboo. Its first law is the law of money. Everyone has something to sell or buy within its walls. It changes all the time, constantly reinventing itself, but deep down, it remains the same: the legendary City By the Sea. Northerners rub shoulders with Meralese, Ilharans bicker with Erites, and you can even see Nadinites fraternizing with Parassis: Padma and I had opened our practice seven years ago, and business was booming.

Power or magic had disappeared over four hundred years ago. For the past forty years, it had been creeping back, bringing creatures that had vanished to the point of becoming mere legends. Now, krakens and leviathans churned the seas. Gremlins and goblins nested in cemeteries. Elves and sylphs frolicked in the woods, and many more. This was bringing lucrative opportunities. Risky? You bet your sweet ass. Sorcery had always been a fascinating, profitable, and dangerous job. My kind of job, in short. Technically, I was fortunate or unfortunate enough to be more than a simple witch: I had the gift. I could sense Power, and I could even manipulate it... sometimes.

The last couple of years had been one hell of a boom for our little supernatural consulting firm. Seems every jackass builder and real estate vulture in Barramar decided it'd be a great idea to start tearing down anything that got in the way of their latest get-rich-quick schemes—shacks, dilapidated palaces, ancient temples or cemeteries. Of course, that meant disturbing all sorts of spirits, ghouls, and demons. Total madness, but by the Cheater’s Hand, was it ever a money fountain for the likes of Padma and me. However, competition was on the rise: every two-credit mage, soothsayer, and backwoods root-worker from here to the Yartegian borderlands was flocking in, attracted by the money and lack of regulation.

I reached Octopus House just before one o'clock and took the elevator, an elegant cage of iron and bronze. Its gears clicked, echoing in the vast hall, then, when it shuddered upwards, they squealed for an oil change. The maintenance company was going to get an earful again. On the landing, I passed our large door with a copper plate that read: Amrithar and Murali, Associated Witches. Supernatural Advice, Thaumaturgy, Exorcisms. I unlocked the nearby smaller door, leading to a narrow corridor. This back entrance allowed to reach my office without crossing the waiting room.

The pulsating wave hit me the moment my fingers grazed the handle. In a city where you could occasionally cross a mermaid in a department store, it wasn't odd, but this was something far more sinister. The stone on my left ring finger turned black. The creature had been identified. Adrenaline surged through my veins. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I wished Padma were here. She had a way with supernatural beasts, but she was across the city performing an exorcism.

Our intern, Onezimus, waited uneasily in my office. 

"Mornin’. What's going on?" I asked.

"Cassandra says there's a strange gentleman here to see you," his voice quivered.

"Strange how?"

"He gives her the chills."

"And you?"

“Er...”

Onezimus was a blond, chubby Northerner. Like all males from those parts, he was not used to being around women at all. Working daily with three of them made him lose his composure. We hoped he would get used to it, but it was taking time.

“You're a future sorcerer, young man. You must have an opinion.”

“Well... he gives me the chills, too. He must be wearing a very powerful talisman.”

“Have you ever seen a vampire, Onezimus?”

He became even paler than he already was. “What?”

“Observe him closely. It's a rare opportunity.”

“It'll d... devour us!"

"If that were his plan, he’d have already done it. Since he made an appointment like a normal client, I shall see him."

I walked towards the door that led to the reception and opened a slit hidden in the moulding before peering into the waiting room. There sat a gaunt, pallid Northerner in a linen suit and Panama hat. The dark, pulsating wave radiated from him. What was one of his kind doing here, interacting so... normally? They crossed into our dimension only by accident. Legends mentioned a few Yartegian mages capable of summoning them and holding them in their thrall. The process was so secret that no one to this day had found it. And vampires needed a very fresh corpse as a vessel...

I opened the gun cabinet and handed Onezimus the Peterson 112 shotgun. He went to stand behind the door I came through. I checked my own hidden blunderbuss, which could be activated by a knee press under the desk, and my revolver in the drawer. Bullets wouldn't stop this monster, but they might slow him down.

I steeled myself and opened the door to the waiting room. Cassandra called out hesitantly, "Mr. Watson?" I plastered on my biggest bullshit grin. The creature rose and glided into my office without a word, dark, pulsing waves of Power rippling from him.

As he sank into the client’s chair, I settled behind my desk without taking my eyes off him. Few humans had reflexes to rival a vampire, and I boasted of being one of them.

“What brings a... distinguished gentleman like yourself into our office today?" I inquired, trying to keep the fear out of my voice.

"You know who I am."

"That doesn't change my question."

He eyed me suspiciously. Believe me or not, all magical creatures are wary of humans. Even bloodsuckers. Especially them. Finally, he uttered. "One of your kind ensnared me, pulled me into this detestable realm and is bending me to his will, forcing me to slaughter another man."

Surprise caught my breath. Who could have rediscovered this process? What for? In ancient times, these creatures were used to guard a relic, a temple, a tomb, not to bleed people all over the city. Mages knew how to behave back then! "Who caught you?"

"I know not," he hissed. "Everything about him is blurred. Even his voice seemed to reach me as if echoed by a long reverberation."

"Not surprising if he has bespelled you... Do you know how he did it?"

"No, or I wouldn't be here!"

I had the distinct impression that my visitor was running out of patience, a sign of hunger in his kind. "Please remain calm. I need to know certain details. Unfortunately, my brain doesn't work at the same speed as yours."

He frowned, wondering if it was just a statement, flattery, or irony. 

I went on. "The man you killed... what did he look like?"

He made a gesture of annoyance. "Well, like a human! I was as if in a dream..."

For most demons, vampires, and other faes, all humans look the same. Barely can they distinguish adults from children and males from females.

"Did he have hair, or was he bald?" I probed.

After about ten questions and answers, I established his victim was middle-aged, dark-skinned, of small stature, with glasses. He seemed to have caught him three or four days ago, near the Lesser Canal at the edge of the Seven Dials.

"How come your captor lets you roam freely?"

"He doesn't care what I do when he doesn't need me, I suppose. And I'm hungry."

I forced myself not to jump to my feet. "Very well. I will find this man. In the meantime, go to 12 Salamander Street. It's a small refuge for magical creatures, run by Dr. Gamal, a friend. He will provide you with blood... in limited quantity. He buys expired stocks from the hospital. You won't feed on any human in this city... or anywhere else in this dimension. It's part of the terms of our contract."

He scowled.

"If you want my help to get back to your realm, you'll do as I say."

The vampire stared at me, eyes blazing. I've had the barrel of a gun pointed at me on various occasions. It was much less impressive.

"Fine," he finally growled. "And for payment?"

"The usual."

He stood up and left without a word. I waited to see him walk out of the building from my window and let out a deep sigh. Onezimus came in. "By the Gods, he’ll devour half of the city!"

"Most magic creatures respect their word. Not like us... Back to work! Sift through the newspapers from the last five days and see if men matching his victim’s description have disappeared or been found slaughtered near the Little Canal."

The rest of the afternoon's grind was blessedly uneventful — a few petty hauntings, a commission for a protective talisman, the usual skullduggery. I was jotting down the specs of the talisman in my ledger, when screams, jeers, and whistles drifted from outside. I turned towards the window and parted the blinds.

Below, on the Windway, the police had managed the feat of clearing the traffic. A silent parade was shuffling up the avenue. The newsrags had been talking about it for weeks. Zombies. They had been unloaded from two ships from Nadinh this morning. Now, they were crossing the entire city on their way to their factory.

They still wore the tattered remnants of their uniforms, and some displayed gaping wounds caked with old blood. Others were missing part of their heads. They didn't need them. I clenched my teeth. Most of them must have been very young at the time of their death.

Prototypes of zombies had first been created by the military sorcery research unit in Nadinh. Years later, at the beginning of the Third Strait War between Nadinh and Paras, they developed a semi-industrial zombification process using tiny amounts of black lotus juice. The country was short of soldiers, and they hoped to reuse those they had lost. Unfortunately, a zombie could only act on very precise instructions. All they’d do on a battlefield was charge indiscriminately. The Parassi flamethrowers quickly reduced them to ashes. So, the high command resorted to using them at the rear, in the factories. Of course, there were protests and vehement objections at first. Despite being fanaticized by twenty years of propaganda, the Nadinites still worshipped the dead. Turning corpses into zombies was an abomination. But politicians argued that a soldier's duty was to serve his country, even beyond death. They gave the example of the Black Hierophant, who resurrected all the fallen warriors of the Continent to fight against a demon army. People eventually got used to the idea, and the irreducible ones were sent to the mines.

This piqued the interest of several industrialists. This was how, after a particularly tough strike by his workers, Norman Stanford had ordered two hundred zombies for his steam carriage assembly line. The trial was successful, and he brought in more, launching the world's first factory entirely operated by undead. A windfall for the Nadinites, short on money but not on corpses. A zombie doesn't eat, sleep, talk, or pee. It can last from twenty-four to forty-eight months, depending on the body's condition before the process and the quality of the job. Stanford had paid sixty asprons each, which was two months' wages for a worker. Overnight, almost all his living employees had been fired. Other industrialists were watching the experiment closely, but unfortunately for them, the war ended, cutting off the supply of fresh corpses.

The bulk of the zombie’s contingent was now passing under my windows. I noted that some were not Nadinites but their opponents: about a hundred Parassi riflewomen, with short-cropped hair and the remnants of their green uniforms. Apparently, the Nadinh sorcerers had gathered all the bodies they could. The rain was falling again. Silence had finally settled. For once, even the Barramans were uncomfortable. The unfamiliar sting of tears prickled my eyes. My lips moved by themselves, forming the words of the prayer for the dead. The only one I knew, having recited it dozens and dozens of times. I could have been among them. 

A few whistles rose again as the procession reached Merlion Square. A cobblestone landed between two undead. I heard "Blasphemers!" and in a completely different tone, "Down with capital!" Policemen rushed into the crowd, looking for troublemakers. I let the blinds fall, poured myself a glass of brandy, and slumped into my seat. Padma said that magic was going too far. She might not have been wrong this time.

Finally, I knocked back the last swig of the brandy, and collected myself, then swung open the door to the waiting room. Only one client remained, a burly, bearded, middle-aged Northerner. Like most of his compatriots, he wore far too many clothes for Barramar’s monsoon’s heat. His blue eyes had an uncommon sharpness, the eyes of a predator. Cassandra squeaked from behind her desk, “Mr. Stanford.”

I flashed him a grin and sidestepped to grant him passage, while suppressing my surprise. Stanford, like the steam carriages and zombies parading in the street? I sauntered to my seat and put on my most professional demeanour. “So, what can I do for you, Mr. Stanford?”

“First, I ask for the utmost secrecy,” he rumbled as he eased his bulky frame into the guest chair.

I settled back. “Of course. We are used to handling confidential matters, sir. What is your predicament?”

He nodded gruffly. “I am the victim of sabotage.”

“Yes?”

“As you know,” he said with some arrogance, “I own the two largest steam carriage factories in the city. The first one is entirely operated by zombies and has worked perfectly for months. But there have been a series of incidents.”

“What do you mean?”

“Several vehicles have malfunctioned, although they passed all the verification tests. Then, machines broke down, stopping the entire assembly line.”

“I see. But why coming to us, Mr Stanford? If you suspect foul play, this is a matter for the police or perhaps a private detective...”

“Police!” he grunted with disdain. “A bunch of incompetents. I hired the Pilkerton Agency, and they found nothing. But they suggested it might be a magical issue, like a curse.”

Amazing how the most rational people will blame magic as soon as there's something they can't solve! But it brought easy money for us.

“What made them say that?”

“They found nothing... material. No one broke into the factory. Only three living men remain there, loyal employees I've known for twenty years. However, many workers I parted with were... very unhappy. Most of them were Meralese immigrants. So, the detectives thought one of them might have cast a curse for revenge.”

His moustache twitched in a sneer of patrician disdain. Like all Northerners, he believed in the Way. The Old Gods, spirits, and the like were, for him, a bunch of superstitions. He could conceive Power as a form of energy that could be useful, but its metaphysical side eluded him completely. I knew from experience there was no way to make him understand. Still, it was interesting to see how quickly he had decided to pin the blame for his troubles on a group of newly arrived refugees. 

“If one of your former employees could manipulate magic, he would not have worked in a factory, Mr. Stanford. Did your detectives have a specific individual in mind?”

I thought I saw a fleeting shadow pass over his face, immediately replaced by his previous sneer. “There were several ringleaders during the last strike...”

The usual story. I took out my fountain pen. “What were their names?”

He waved his hand. “I did not memorize them, but I shall send a list.”

“Had anyone else an interest in casting this kind of curse?”

“In addition to my competitors, there's a motley horde of labor agitators, politicians and religious zealots who would love nothing more than to see my factory collapse."

I shook my head sympathetically. “This is not what I mean, Mr Stanford. The incidents you have described do not seem very serious. If someone truly held a grudge against you and had the means to cast a curse, they would have already burned your mansion with you inside. Why would they waste their effort on some temporary inconvenience?”

“Many of my opponents are against zombies. If they discredit me by showing defects in my vehicles, they will have succeeded.”

I doubted that. These individuals had every interest in doing something much more spectacular than a few hiccups. But I knew better than to burst his delusions — this sort of hollow windmill-tilting was easy money. At most, two days' work to conclude that there was nothing supernatural. There was a small voice at the back of my mind whispering not to get involved in zombie business, but I pushed it aside as a remnant of my childhood superstitions.

"Well, my associate and I shall undertake a thorough investigation into your predicament." I injected just the right measure of obsequious gravitas into my tone. “However, I fear we would not find much. I will need a copy of the Pilkerton report, of course.”

“You will have it tonight.”

“Let's see... where is your factory, exactly?”

“In the Old Mangrove.”

I racked my memory. “There was a cemetery on the East bank.”

“Like anywhere in this bloody city,” he shrugged.

Indeed. A city several millennia old has to leave its corpses somewhere. For the past four centuries, the widespread practice of cremation had solved the issue. Otherwise, one couldn't dig anywhere without coming across some bones. However, the Old Mangrove was not known to harbour problematic tombs.

“Have you performed the purification rituals?”

“Yes, I paid a priest... More for show than anything else.”

“I suppose you do not believe in these things, purification, mystical debts, and the like...”

“No.”

I sighed. “As you are my client, it is my duty to inform you that if there is indeed... a non-natural explanation for these incidents, it will probably have to be sought there. Magic has a material and a metaphysical component. To understand the material one, a few devices are enough. For the metaphysical part... It is very easy to make a miscalculation.”

While I spoke, he peered at the watch he took from his pocket. The audience was over. He was probably going to another appointment. He tucked the watch away. “I do not care how you do it. I have a problem. I pay you to solve it. In ten days, my assembly line will produce tanks. I have an order for two hundred units to deliver to Nadinh in four months. I cannot afford incidents like these.
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2 Surgeons and Gremlins
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The exorcism had been a bit of a sticky affair, quite literally in fact, leaving me bespattered with all manner of unsavory substances better left unmentioned. As a result, I alighted from the steam rickshaw at the Refuge of the Faceless Helpers considerably later than intended, missing my opportunity to stop by the office and discover what fresh mischief Tanit had embroiled herself in. The rain had ceased, allowing a few stars to wink through the clouds. As always when I came to this neighbourhood, I surveyed the area before heading to the looming gates. Though the hour verged on midnight, there was not a whisper of wind and the heat was barely tolerable.  

The Refuge of the Faceless Helpers greeted me with its usual smells of rot, excrements, and lye. I donned my tunic and the cowl hiding my face. I was no longer Padma Amrithar, but Sister Lotus, one Helper among many others.

The nurse was waiting for me in the hallway. She pushed me towards the last theater, summarizing the case of the first patient: “A teenager. Brought in half an hour ago. Stabbed in the abdomen in a gambling den in the Seven Dials. Has lost a lot of blood. Brother Rose is already stuck on a postpartum haemorrhage...”

When I entered the operating room, everything was ready. The boy's belly had already been slashed open by his assailant. I widened the opening a bit. A jet of blood splashed in my face. Between the sticky liquid and the clots, I could hardly see anything. Groping, I finally cleared the aorta and clamped it. The tension in the room dropped. I could take stock of the damage. The weapon must have been long, perhaps a kriss or a cutlass. It had pierced the small intestine in several places, sheared the duodenum, and cut several vessels. Twenty inches of small intestine went into the bucket, and I spent the next two hours suturing the rest. As I closed the skin, Brother Rose peeked in. He watched me work silently for a few minutes, before being called to another theatre. I followed up with two caesareans, an appendectomy, and a throat abscess.

When I came out of the operating room, a misty dawn was rising above the arches of the old building. Behind, I could see the slums of the Termite Mound. The Refuge of the Faceless Helpers had stood there for centuries, the only shelter for the city's destitute. I was dripping with sweat, suffocating under my hood, but the rules were strict. No face, no name, no jewellery, no tattoos, no sign. No god, no symbol. If you were there, it was to help, not to be admired or to push forward a cause or agenda.

I was about to head to the locker room when Brother Rose called out. “Sister Lotus, can I have a word?”

Stifling a sigh, I turned to face him beneath the flickering gaslight. "Yes, Brother?"

"Ah, well..." He coughed. "Um... I know we have already discussed this, but there is an assistant position opening up at the Faculty and I thought...”

"Indeed, we have already discussed it," I interjected smoothly. 

Though we pledged ourselves to anonymity, certain realities could not be avoided. Especially if you've chosen two professions as visible as mine. The world of doctors is as small as that of sorcerers. Brother Rose was the Dean of the Medical Faculty. He had been pestering me for at least six months to join the hallowed ranks of the academics.

“I really wish you would reconsider, Sister Lotus. You are wasting your talent.”

“I am applying it where it’s the most useful. Your students just have to come here occasionally. They will learn much more than in the lecture halls.”

“You're really not interested in the prestige and money of such a position?”

“I don't care about prestige. As for money, I earn more with my practice than a dean.”

He knew better than to dwell on the topic. I retreated to the dimly-lit changing room, removed my sweat-stained robe and put my saree again. Rewinding my black tresses into a coil, I glanced at the hollow-eyed, haggard creature staring back at me in the tarnished mirror. It was well past time to seek my bed.

When I reached my affluent neighbourhood on the heights, far from the miasmas of the city centre, I discovered unusual agitation. At this hour, you would see various vehicles leaving houses, crossing paths with the milkman's crisp wagon, the greengrocer's rattling truck, or nannies shepherding their wards to school. But this morning, the main street was occupied by about twenty constables and as many fire marshals. The ground was littered with branches, leaves, and debris. Instead of heading to work, my dear neighbours were all outside, clustered in small groups, their faces grim. 

I approached the lady living across the street. “Good morning, Mrs. Maho. What's going on? Was there a fire? A cyclone?”

“Oh, my poor dear, it was worse than that! A swarm of gremlins fell on us by the end of the night!”

“Gremlins?”

“Yes! Apparently, someone tried to practice necromancy in the Old Necropolis and scared them off. So, they rushed in panic onto the roofs, windows, broke the panes... And on top of that, as soon as they saw a silver object, they tried to grab it. They bit Amelia when she tried to defend the tea set... It took the police two hours to disperse them. Some are still hiding... I dare not return into my house.”

I nodded and hastened to my own home. A gremlin infestation was one of the inconveniences you could face since the return of magic. The others being hungry ghouls, grumpy spirits, and various curses, not to mention the possibility of encountering a man-eating demon or even a dragon. I knew something about it, managing such issues was my bread and butter.

My garden looked like it had been crossed by a cyclone. Several banana trees were snapped clean, two of the four main branches of the mango were on the ground, the statue adorning the fountain lay on the side and the bench was overturned. The house itself appeared to have withstood the onslaught. The talismans I had placed there seemed to have worked. I flung open the door and stumbled upon Prathiba, my housekeeper, her lips pinched, the very face of disapproval.

“Where's Jihane?” I panted.

"The Young Miss has retired to the laboratory."

“What?” My daughter knew full well it was forbidden to enter there without my express permission. The last thing I needed was a poltergeist released by accident. “What's she doing there?”

My housekeeper's face became even more severe. A statue of granite. Without further discussion, I rushed to the back of the garden.

Ji opened before I reached the door, her face flushed with excitement. That didn't bode well. “Ah, Mom! That’s crazy! Come here!” And she scampered back.

Bracing myself, I entered the room. At first glance, all appeared undisturbed — the gleaming alembics and copper instruments reposing in their customary dispositions. I was about to breathe a sigh of relief when she reappeared, cradling a heap of brown fur in her arms. A heap of fur with bat-like wings. Two big eyes, the color of midnight, stared at me without any friendliness. A wide mouth opened to reveal a row of sharp teeth and began to snarl.

“A gremlin?”

The creature snarled louder. At me. It didn't seem to want to bite Ji. On the contrary, it remained curled up in her arms. My daughter's relationship with animals, magical or otherwise, always bemused me.

“He tumbled into the garden! Look, he's injured, he has a hole in his wing. Could you sew it up?”

Mechanically, I bent down to examine the injury and nearly had my nose torn off. “The answer is no. He will never let me do it.”

“But I'll explain him! You'll see.”

After a sleepless night, negotiating with a gremlin appeared beyond my strength. Moreover, time was ticking. “Ji, you're going to be late for school! We'll see this evening! Anyway, I need to find some thread.”

“But...”

“There's no 'but'!”

At least, she knew it was useless to argue with me when I came back from an on-call.

“Fine, I'll put him in a cozy nook in my room with a bowl of milk and...”

“Out of question of keeping him in the house! He stays in the garden!”

“All right, all right! Don't get upset! I'll put him in the grotto!”

I went up to my bedroom. The house was silent. Constable’s whistles and fire marshals’ shouts drifted through the windows. Before falling asleep, I went through my to-do list: renew our license, renew the lease, send the accounts to the tax office. The Amrithar and Murali practice had increased its profits by almost a quarter this year... But we would have to keep our lead on the competition... Ah, and find a way to take a few days off from the perpetual pandemonium which was our work. The gods knew I had earned that meager boon.

***
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"A vampire? Are you mad?"

Late in the afternoon, after the last client had left, I joined Tanit at the office. As usual, she was going through her notes, both booted feet on her desk. She gave me an annoyed look over the rim of her glass of brandy. “What was I supposed to do?”

It was a good question. I did not expect a magic creature to ask us for help. And to be freed from a human, no less! The world was upside down! What do you do when a vampire is wandering around town? In the North, there was the Magisterium and its lictors. On the Southern Continent, the Arcane Society and its sicarii. In Triskelian, they brought back demonist priests. But here, in Barramar, the city of profit and free enterprise, there was no institution to protect citizens against bloodsuckers. This problem could not be solved by the law of supply and demand. I would not chase these creatures. Even for a billion of golden asprons.

Tanit arched her lithe, feline form in a languorous stretch. “Besides,” she purred “these creatures had an exceptional reputation in bed. Many a mortal were willing to risk being drained to a shriveled husk after one night of carnal rapture...”

“Don't even think about it!”

Her lips curved in a wicked grin. Her appetite for danger went way beyond her ravenous carnal yearnings. A combination of both treats was hard to resist. She took a sip of brandy. “You're looking at the situation from the wrong angle. He's not the real problem here. The problem is the existence of an individual capable of summoning vampires, bespelling them... and using them as a weapon.”

My mood dropped another notch. “You're right,” I said in a subdued voice. “What do you suggest?”

“Onezimus has been scouring the broadsheets. So far, he's dug up a pair of potential matches for the victim’s description: some two-bit hustler found floating in the East Canal with a lead kiss between his eyes and a journalist who has disappeared. He was a freelance hack for the Barramar’s Mirror. I thought that since you helped one of his colleagues write that article on ghouls, you could ask her what he was working on. Perhaps he triggered the wrath of a crime lord...”

“A gangster practicing sorcery?”

“Maybe they're modernizing.”

I lit the tea infuser. I definitely needed a cup. Laced with a tear of brandy. “Any other interesting cases?”

“Hmm... I don't know. There's Norman Stanford who claims someone has cast a spell on his factory... He came in person and insisted on secrecy.”

I put the tea leaves in the infuser. “Stanford? The zombie factory boss? He should be drowning in curses!”

“Exactly. That's what I found a bit strange. The incidents he described aren't very important... from a supernatural point of view. Several of his vehicles came off the assembly line with defects, that's all. But he paid a thousand asprons upfront.”

“Uh... I suppose you tried to explain him that you can't tamper with hundreds of corpses for sheer profit without some metaphysical consequences?”

“Yes.”

“And he didn’t understand?”

“Of course.”

“So, what do you want us to do?”

Tanit's eyes glinted with flinty amusement. “Conduct a small investigation, establish that there's no curse, and conclude our report with a reference to the said metaphysical issues he'll ignore anyway. In exchange, we'll receive an additional thousand asprons.”

I sighed. We already had this discussion dozens of times. “Not only is this job not worth that much, but I don't like getting involved in zombie business.”

“We're not dealing with them, but with machine-related incidents.”

“You're playing with words.”

“Not at all. These are the facts.”

“Your greed will get us into trouble someday,” I grumbled. “You know that jobs bordering on necromancy attract mystical debts...”

“Zombies are not necromancy.”

The infuser's bell rang. I poured myself the tea, added the brandy, and sat down.” It's a matter of semantics. Moreover, by helping Stanford solve his problems, you are helping him prosper and spread the industrial use of zombies, which is disrespectful to the dead and deprives the living of paid jobs.”

Tanit shrugged. “Stanford’s a shark, but it's the law of the market. People need to adapt.”

I made an irritated wave with my hand. “And isn’t he going to manufacture tanks for Nadinh? For a fourth Strait War, no doubt? That will bring him fresh zombies!”

I stopped myself, biting my lip. Tanit did not respond. I had just broken an unspoken rule between us. Never talk about the Wars. It was like pouring salt on still fresh wounds. The zombies came from the Third War. The Second had ended ten years earlier. We had both taken part, me, as a conscripted Parassi surgeon and Tanit as a soldier of the Nadinh Empire. Two rigid societies, mummified in their traditions, whose beliefs were beginning to crack under modern ideas. They had needed these wars to maintain the status quo. Now, they were both exhausted, but stubbornly refused to change.

The initial pretext had been an orichalcum deposit, a rare metal and the only substance completely inert to Power. This deposit, originally in Paras, had ended up on the border due to the errements of History. With the return of magic, it had attracted large attention. Paras had unearthed old territorial claims. Nadinh pulled out ambiguous phrases from old treaties. Since then, hundreds of thousands of people had lost their lives for this small piece of land, now just a muddy patch full of mines, a no-man's land unexploitable by anyone.

I spent the late afternoon buried in paperwork. Then, I browsed through some old issues of the Barramar’s Mirror. Dayal Sambar, the missing journalist, seemed to have been specialized in exposing corruption. The kind of man the city sorely lacked. He certainly had many enemies. However, I found it hard to imagine a crime lord or a politician ordering a vampire to kill him. These individuals were not usually versed in magic. Could they pay a sorcerer? No. A man capable of controlling a vampire would be far above the financial means of a gang leader. His pay would be better met by a government or a large company.
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