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Ramona clambered eight stories up the fire escape of a building in the financial district less than three hours before she was scheduled to appear at the opening ceremonies of the year's Constabulary. It was the Equinox and the waning crescent moon provided scant light into the city's pitch-black side streets. She turned up the collar of her uniform coat against the chill of the early spring breeze, its deep crimson billows blending in with the building's brick exterior as much as her satin skin blended into the night sky. 

She hopped onto the roof then crouched down minimizing her nearly six feet frame, shielding herself from view. She gazed at the opening to the alley then glanced at her watch scowling as precious minutes ticked away. She had posted most of her officers close to Wall Street, a place bustling with activity during the day but it was quiet... nearly soundless late Friday night. The smells however remained. They rose all around them... a mixture of pleasant and repugnant. They were used to it. Ramona had been a city dweller for most of her life, from Paris, to London, to New York the places their corporate occupations took them, where their presence was needed, most.

Her posture stiffened as she focused. Those of her kind had olfactory, audio, tactile, visual acuity, and gustatory perception far beyond that of the natives who lived in the place her people called “The Paradox” and that night they would employ most of those capabilities in completing their assignment.

Ramona's sensory mastery was unparalleled, which is why from eight floors up, and miles away from her current location she could hear music playing in a club uptown where there was dancing, food, and physical attraction. The sense of blood from accelerating pulses perfumed the air, even at that distance. Her eyelids fluttered rapturously as she slowly inhaled through her mouth, tasting the sensory essence. Her head swam and her body flushed while her sharp exsanguinating fleams and fangs broke through threatening to drop into place. Focus in close, she thought then forced herself to concentrate on assessing only the few blocks around her. Anything else was a distraction and in New York City on a Friday night at the height of the Jazz Age there were bound to be many distractions.

Her lieutenant, Eugene who was stationed several blocks away called to her through their mind-speak a form of two-way telepathy, Deputy Director, there’s nothing on this end. Maybe we’ve timed it wrong.

Maintain positions and keep senses on high alert, she responded, They’ll be here.

During the past month four different groups of people had simply vanished without a trace around midnight near Wall Street. The incidents had been kept out of the newspapers but when the families and friends of the missing began making inquiries to the New York Police Department, Renfield International’s CEO received a personal call from Mayor Jimmy Walker, himself suggesting that the disappearances might be related to the types of security issues Renfield International commonly dealt with, things the mayor referred to as “ghoulies and ghosties / And long-leggedy beasties / And things that go bump in the night.” Pursuant to Treaty and Contractual Agreement with the city, those things fell under the jurisdiction of Renfield’s Investigations and Enforcement Division. As a result, they were immediately set to the task of locating and eliminating the source of the problem.

Ramona scratched the back of her head and for a moment recoiled feeling the absence of the nearly three-foot-long coarse braid that used to run down her back. The hair was cut so short now that it was almost impossible at a distance to appreciate the natural curl and crimp. Then her stomach began to rumble. She hadn’t eaten all day. “Poor planning,” she whispered under her breath, then muttered, “Two hours.” She had exactly two hours to complete the surveillance, file the paperwork, rush home, wash, change and head to the opening ceremonies of the Constabulary, Renfield International’s corporate retreat.

The Constabulary hosted the corporation’s most influential and powerful members. Delegates would be arriving from all over the globe. However, any outsiders who were aware of the festivities were also aware that the corporation's security teams would be stretched thin. It was therefore no surprise that whenever the two-week event was staged there was always an uptick in supernatural-related criminal activity.

We’ve got something, Eugene conveyed. And it’s coming your way.

“Finally,” she said readying herself as the group of clubbers practically skipped down the street laughing and joking. She could hear from three blocks away as one of the troupe declared, “You’re gonna love this joint. It’s one of the best-kept secrets in Manhattan.”

Ramona frowned. She knew Manhattan and she knew all the clubs regardless as to whether they were well-known or not, and there were no clubs in the direction they were being led.

As she listened to the group, she tracked their movement hopping from building to building, ledge to ledge. Close in, she directed as she marked the group of nine individuals filing down an alley two buildings over, approaching a flight of stairs leading downward. The happy band of party goers could never appreciate what her senses revealed. The sounds, the odors... they were undeniable. She removed her right glove and pressed her hand against the solid ledge of the rooftop then closed her eyes and let her other senses take over.

Members of the Renfield clan were all born with a special type of synesthesia. All their senses were tied together. Smell and taste were always intertwined. However, if they picked up a scent or heard a sound when they focused their senses they could see the object as well. Conversely if they could see an item or incident then concentrated their mental faculties, they could hear it. If a Renfield touched another Renfield the two could convey what they had seen, heard, smelled, or tasted. If several came together and conveyed their sensory record of an event, what they called a séance, the entire incident could be reviewed and played back from every angle and experienced by anyone as if they had actually been in attendance. During the current mission nothing quite so formal would be necessary. Her senses were enough.

I sense a room at the bottom of a stairwell, Ramona conveyed to the officers who were closing in on the area. There are twenty, twenty-one individuals she said ... music playing, but no movement... no dancing... just waiting... and the stench... No doubt. They’re Revenant orphans.

The officers who were linked to her mindspeak all groaned in protest knowing that they were in for some dirty work.

Revenant orphans were beings who had been human, that is, native to the Paradox. They were Paradoxans that Revenants had exsanguinated but didn’t have the decency or discipline to kill afterward. These bastard children were their undesirable castoffs. The Revenants who were their sires and dames refused to claim them so they had no Revenant House to call home, no nurturing, no protection and were doomed to ceaseless, bottomless hunger which they slaked in any and every way they could.

Her squad was only minutes away but by the time they arrived the presumed victims of the Revenant orphans would already have been herded into the stairwell and a fight in the narrow confines of the stairwell would be disastrous. She would likely lose most of the victims, a deplorable outcome that would result in mountains of paperwork. She really hated paperwork. She took a deep breath considering her options. Her teams were on their way and all they needed was a few minutes. She glanced once more are her timepiece noting, “Four minutes. I can buy them that.”  Then she stepped up onto the ledge readying her weapon and took one step forward and vaulted off the edge of the roof.
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Ramona landed noiselessly on the pavement from her eight-story drop, a mere three feet behind the revelers. She adjusted her senses to their closeness and followed behind them in the shadows. She was close enough to hear the conversation as if she were one of their party listening as the Orphan guide goaded his followers onward.

“Thousands of people walk the streets of New York City daily but only a very special few know of this place,” he said.

The group of young men and women tittered in excitement.

“Just around the block and down the stairs, is the most provocative club in the city. I’m sure you’ve heard of it,” he whispered, “It’s called Orpheus.”

Ramona’s mouth fell open in shock and insult. Orpheus was the name of Renfield International’s top-rated club and speakeasy. Though certainly located in Manhattan it was nowhere near the dingy location he had herded them to. It hurt her heart to think that these fraudsters had been invoking the name of Renfield to lure unsuspecting tourists and some foolhardy, adventurous locals to their deaths. The Paradoxan Authority would certainly have a field day with this, she thought angrily, just giving them one more reason to impose restrictions on Renfield businesses in the city.

With speed invisible to the Paradoxan eye she rushed past the would-be clubbers stopping between the stairwell and their guide. When they were able to perceive her suddenly standing at the top of the stairway, the group halted in surprise.

“Who the hell are you?” the guide growled.

“I’m taken aback that you don’t know,” she replied, stalling.

“Oh. So, you're her,” he said with a dismissive grin, “Well this confrontation was to be expected sooner or later.”

“Who is this?” members of his group began to demand angrily, “She’s not New York police. She’s not even a man!”

Ramona flashed her badge. I represent a private security concern, Renfield International - Investigations and Enforcement Division.”

As she spoke a few of the revelers began stepping backward inching out of the alleyway. These were apparently locals who understood the wide jurisdiction and power that Renfields held in the city, those who realized that death or injury at the hands of a Renfield officer would never be prosecuted or remedied. However, the others, the tourists or otherwise uninformed were unfazed and continued to gripe. The young man who was their leader and guide smirked. In the short span of time marking the duration of their confrontation his hands had already begun to show evidence of his orphan heritage. He was in the process of shifting. His previously manicured nails had sprouted sharp talons then faster than his Paradoxan followers could perceive he grabbed the wrist of the young man nearest him and with exacting precision sliced his palm open. The remainder of the group groaned and shrieked watching in horror as blood poured from the gash onto the pavement. Then everyone’s attention shifted when almost simultaneously the door at the foot of the stairs crashed open. Ramona furrowed her brow. The little bastard had performed the equivalent of ringing a dinner bell and it would be seconds before the Orphans below scurried to the street level anxious to gorge themselves on the buffet that the young monster had delivered to their doorstep. He had been very clever in taking the opportunity to catch her in the path between the ravenous predators and their unwitting prey.

She glared at the grinning guide. This man, this man-child could not have been more than sixteen maybe seventeen years of age, when he was taken, trapped in a near timeless post-pubescent beauty. She felt a flurry of emotions... shock, sadness, anger. The Revenant that was his sire or dame, the negligent fool that did this to him was most likely transfixed by his beauty as much as she was. Many Revenant orphans shifted their features to appear more attractive, to lure their prey, but this was no shift. She could tell. She could only imagine that after having had its way, after having deprived this young male of his essence, that the Revenant couldn’t bear to destroy him. Even as his vicious exsanguinating fleams slid into place and his eyes shone with that telltale glimmer of impending violence he remained beautiful. Ramona shook her head then swiftly leveled her weapon. She sighed, “The universe of the Paradox is definitely going to be a less beautiful place without him.”

****
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SHE DISCHARGED HER projectile weapon and three rounds ripped through the guide forming a straight line from his throat to his heart, to his viscera. His eyes were round with shock as a pink gelatinous foam spewed from the entry and exit wounds, each teeming with tiny desperately clawing creatures resembling some grotesque aberration of the order Rodentia. The group he was leading didn’t have to be told. They took off in the opposite direction screaming as his entire body began to brew and bubble with the rat like creatures clawing and tearing at each other trying to escape the corpse that spawned them. Even the two Orphans he had embedded with the group pretending to be other partiers fled the scene. However, the basement full of Orphans who had been bilked out of their promised meal were in no mood for retreat. They pushed up the stairwell in a howling wave tumbling upward into the alley. The guide’s quickly decomposing then evaporating body was less than an afterthought to them as they pushed past Ramona straining to recover their fleeing meal. Eugene and his well-trained team of six officers had already arrived blocking the path from the alley effectively eliminating any route to their intended prey... or escape. While the Orphans were occupied with Eugene, Ramona blocked off the stairwell which represented their only means of easy retreat.

The Orphans went on the attack shifting in the same manner that their Revenant progenitors did... fleams dropping into place, hands becoming gnarled and nailbeds sprouting ferocious talons. Their faces contorted into grotesque masks resembling the rats and other vermin they had been constrained to consume in order to survive. Ramona imagined that to Paradoxans they might have been fearsome to behold, but to a seasoned Renfield Enforcement team they were merely a rowdy inconvenience. No projectile weapons would be employed in the close-in fracas. The Renfield officers unsheathed their bladed weapons and readied themselves to do what it was that they were bred and paid handsomely to do.

The Orphans who led the attack ran at her team with arms flailing, talons swiping intending to rip, tear and eviscerate those who had come between them and their meal. But their intention was meaningless against a team of agents that Ramona had trained herself. When the first few were quickly cut down the remaining Orphans moved more cautiously, fighting to preserve what could barely be referred to as a life. It became clear to the Orphans that there was no escape through the alley onto the street, so they turned, as expected toward the stairwell where Ramona stood ready to greet them. She had holstered her firearm and instead stood before them holding the Renfield standard wakizashi, what they jokingly referred to as the katana blade’s shorter cousin. Ramona preferred the longer katana in open spaces but the wakizashi was much easier to carry and would do for the close-in task she had ahead of her.

Arduously trained by her mentors in strategy and technique she earned her place as a high-ranking member of the crème de la crème of the Renfield paramilitary, and her speed further elevated her skill to a level far beyond even those who were her seniors in the elite corp. When the retreating Orphans rushed for the stairwell, for a moment they hesitated peering at the being that stood casually poised between them and freedom. She smiled glancing at her watch, “More than enough time to get to my fitting.”

The Orphans were at a tactical disadvantage. When a Renfield or Revenant had no hope of prevailing in combat there were a number of options for retreat; there was flight in their native form, phase shifting to mist or blend with the shadows, or shape-shifting into any animal that could fly, creep, crawl or threaten its way out of the situation. Orphans however didn’t have these options. These defensive elements of Revenant lineage could never be passed by a feeding mishap. Revenant lineage, the true gifts of Revenant lineage were never passed unintentionally. The group of Orphans who had inherited the unyielding thirst, the cavernous hunger, the bottomless descent into darkness were touched only with the misery of what the Revenants had brought to this distant world.

Ramona tamped down the sickness in her heart that she always felt when she was compelled to the task that she was required... no, bred to undertake.

The Orphans growled and menaced surveying their options. Behind them a team of officers was assembled, weapons at the ready blocking any escape from the alley. In front of them blocking their path to the staircase was only one. Seven behind, one in front. Ramona knew with a certainty that they would choose wrongly.

The first four fiends that flew at her were ended with one stroke of the wakizashi; their heads and bodies separated and moving in opposite directions while the rodentlike protuberances of their gelatinous corpses bubbled and shrieked polluting the air with an appalling stench as they decomposed then evaporating into the chilly spring darkness. The remaining Orphans instantly gave up all hope of retribution and began running for whatever means of exit they could find.

“Deputy Director, you should head out,” Eugene called to her, “We have this under control.”

“Good. I’ll head to the office to begin the paperwork,” she called back.

“No need. We’ll take care of it,” he replied, “Just remember us when the dessert cart rolls around.”

Ramona made a mental note to have a selection of dessert trays delivered to the office as she scaled up the side of the building to the rooftop then vaulted into the night sky toward home.
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LATENT CONCERNS
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Yannara sat at her desk abutting the administrative throne room on the third basement level of the Renfield International headquarters. It was beautifully appointed with not only the red, purple, black and gold of the hierarchy, but also with tapestries bearing the colors and insignia of the five Revenant houses. The flowers specially imported from the Home worlds whispered an almost heady fragrance throughout the nearly fifty thousand square foot area. This was where she managed the less ceremonial aspects of her role as Praefect Praepositus, the highest-ranking member of the Renfield hierarchy.  The administrative throne room looked much like the formal throne room but smaller. The ceilings at twelve feet were half the height of its formal sibling. In accord with protocol she was dressed in her administrative gown, not as opulent as the formal wear but still majestic and establishing her stature as head of Clan.

The desk she sat behind was enormous. Though arranged with care its surface was filled with photographs and small paintings of friends and family, a gallery venerating all that she held dear. The most prominent image was that of the entire Imperial family done two years past in Abyssia, their home world. In the painting she sat posed on an elegant, cushioned sofa, her two consorts standing behind, flanking her. Ramona, her eldest sat to her right beneath her father, Aaron. The twins Mia and Rita sat to her left below Sebastian, their father, Salvatore was seated beside Ramona, to her right; and Zayn still in knee pants, sat comfortably in her lap. The picture was there as a constant reminder that her actions whether positive or negative had the potential to affect Renfields in general and her immediate family, in particular. And with the irksome guest before her she had to remind herself that it was in everyone's best interest to remain on her best behavior.

The Revenant who sat across from her, M'Elenuyl was easily a foot taller than she and his hawkish features and gray cast skin contrasted with the shoulder length waves of onyx tresses laced with locks of silvery white ones. His clothing mirrored hers in style but was without a doubt representative of House Impundulu in color and cut.

“We are concerned,” M'Elenuyl said wearing the type of smile Yannara recognized as one worn by those who can be pleasant because they have no accountability.

“You are concerned. That certainly is unfortunate,” Yannara replied, but not returning his smile. She learned early on that Revenants expected Renfields to smile, as if they should be preparing to entertain them or imparting something amusing or pleasurable. Revenants were unsettled when Renfields didn't smile, so she was unsurprised when M'Elenuyl's mouth twitched at the corner like he wanted to frown but couldn't quite manage the maneuver, almost as if he had never learned how. But he recovered his practiced smile then took a deep breath and continued.

“The Revenant Council has reservations regarding the current relationship between Renfield International and the Paradoxan Authority.”

He left the statement floating on the air between them waiting for her to reach out and embrace it, react to it, respond to it. She didn't. She knew he wanted her to ask about the Revenants' reservations... what it was that they had concerns about, as if it was supposed to be her primary concern... more importantly Renfield's primary concern. Instead of responding she reached to her immediate right, retrieved her gold demitasse spoon and with leisured strokes stirred her espresso which was served in an elegant black porcelain lined in gold. She took a sip, mused for a moment then called out, “Belen!”

Nearly out of thin air her assistant Belen appeared walking in quick steps toward the desk, her rail thin body clad in a gray floor-length frock, floating and elegant, her skin the color of bronze standing out against her snow-white pinned hair and starched white collar. Upon arrival at the desk she focused only upon Yannara not acknowledging the presence of the Revenant. She bowed with deference then asked, “Your Excellency, how may I be of service?”

Yannara smiled then indicated toward M'Elenuyl saying, “This espresso is quite wonderful. Do you think you could prepare a cup for my guest?”

“Certainly, Your Excellency.” Belen replied then left in the same manner that she had come.

“I apologize. You were saying something?” She asked her guest who sat across from her, his brow creased and mouth agape.

“Obviously, you don't recognize the seriousness of this matter, Yannara,” he huffed.

“Don't I?” She replied, now smiling.

“Is this a joke to you?” The Revenant snarled, “Do you think we don't notice your cozying up to the Paradoxans? Do you think this relationship will somehow serve you better than how we, your blood-kin have served you?”

“M’Elenuyl, what is it that I have done, or that we Renfields have done to suggest some sort of canoodling with the Paradoxans?”  She asked sipping her espresso.

“We have seen your list,” he hissed.

“To what list are you referring?” Yannara asked returning to her staid demeanor.

“The list for seating at the Constabulary, of course,” he growled.

Yannara leaned back in her seat her chest rising and falling evidencing an inaudible sigh.

“M'Elenuyl, my cousin what pray tell is wrong with the seating this time?”

“It has come to our attention that the delegation from the Paradoxan Authority will be seated in the same row as the Revenant delegations from the five Houses! Their mayor and some so-called businessmen. This is an outrage!”

“And where did you hear this?” Yannara asked doing her best to restrain the anger and weariness in her voice.

“It is unimportant from where we received the information. What we need to know is why this has been done. The Great Purge was not so long ago. Are you so quick to throw your lot in with them?”

Yannara didn’t have to bite back her anger. For the hundreds, thousands of times she had had to suffer insult from Revenants in both the Paradox and the Home Worlds she had developed a thick skin.

“M'Elenuyl I am fairly certain that there is no Paradoxan delegation attending the opening ceremonies. Such that there is a Paradoxan delegation attending any of the events I have not been made aware.”

For a brief second Yannara could behold in M’Elenuyl’s eyes the contempt he held for her and probably all of Renfield when he said, “Those of us who are exiled here may not have your facility with the Paradoxans, but we do have connections here, and connections in the Home worlds. Be very careful, Praefect. Without a doubt we have great need for your services, but that current need might not last forever. And on the day that need ends, I wonder if you will be as insolent as you are now.”

“Well then dear cousin,” she smiled showing fleams and fangs, “May that day come soon so that we can rejoice, together.”

M’Elenuyl rose from his seat in a huff and stormed down the carpeted aisle and out of the office. Once he was beyond the threshold Yannara’s expression turned dark and she called out to Belen, “Tell Sebastian to get down here...  right now!”
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Sebastian was already in a bad mood, even before he received a summons to the basement. There were too many rumors, rumors that he was being challenged for the position as CEO, rumors that his adversaries had already accumulated sufficient votes to unseat him, rumors that the members of some of the Revenants were sowing hostility against Renfields within their Houses and in addition he had discovered among his mass of lustrous black curls... two more gray hairs, all of this when their time and resources were being taxed to an extreme. And with all this, the last thing he needed was frivolous complaints from Yannara.

He could easily have dephazed from the fifteenth floor down to the third level sub-basement. But he was in no hurry to hear whatever it was that she had to say. He stepped out from behind his desk and took a cigar from the humidor that sat on his credenza then lit it leisurely with the gem-stone encrusted lighter that matched the ashtray, both gifts received from a Brazilian dignitary a few years earlier. He looked out over the city as he puffed.  Wearing a blue business suit with a white starched shirt he stood leaning against his desk. Two hours before the opening of the Constabulary and he wasn’t even close to being dressed. If he could have avoided appearing at the retreat, he would have. But his presence was mandatory. He flicked the ashes of the cigar into the ashtray and gazed out on New York City. It was still strange though it had begun to grow on him, and he already considered it his home.

His office rose high above the city and offered views across the river. Yannara however was officed in the third sub-basement. He used to pity her destined to toil underground day in and day out, that is, until he visited. The underground, like the renovations on their home, were constructed by the Impundulu elders. Instead of a Paradoxan state of the art modern esthetic the third level was crafted to appeal to the Abyssian esthetic. The informal throne room and its auxiliaries were fitted with polished stone floors and walls that gleamed - bathed in light, light procured from Abyssian technologies creating a visual wonderland for those of the bloodline who had been fortunate enough to see it. Entering the third level was entering Yannara’s domain, the domain of tradition, rituals, rites, and disciplines. There, any power he held in the hierarchy dissipated.

He stamped out the cigar having wasted as much time as he could before responding to his summons. Then he walked out to the elevator that would take him to answer to the Praefect.

*****
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WHEN HE STEPPED OUT of the elevator Yannara was stalking toward him meeting halfway the length of the carpet that stretched down the aisle leading to the administrative throne. He was easily a foot taller and the lighting bouncing off the Abyssian flooring and walls made her dark complexion appear even finer if that was at all possible. She looked regal and sage yet somehow still in the bloom of youth. For a moment he was back in Paris remembering the days when they were a young couple, when their love was new, and they felt unstoppable. As she approached, he was for a moment so deep in his reminiscence that he was taken aback when she began to rant.

“Are you trying to help the Revenants with their ridiculous protests?!”  She shouted.

“What protests?” he asked attempting to push down his irritation.

“Did you tell the Paradoxans that they could sit in the row designated for delegates during the Constabulary?”

“Why would I do that?” he asked.

“M’Elenuyl was here complaining that a table of delegates headed by the mayor and other businessmen in the Paradox would be in attendance.”

“I have made no such invitation. So, I have no idea don’t know why he would say so.”

“So M’Elenuyl had nothing better to do today, a day when his delegation has a presentation before the Constabulary, than to spend half an hour relaying a spurious rumor?”

“Well from whom did he hear this information?” Sebastian asked.

“He didn’t say,” Yannara replied using the most Paradoxan and surliest of tones she could muster.

Sebastian took a breath then bit his lips urging his fleams to resist dropping into place. It was a rank offense to the Praefect to show ones fleams in the throne room without being given leave. This, even though he had fathered three of her five children and had lived with her for the majority of the past one hundred thirty years.

“I would think,” he said, “that you would know better. Or do the Revenants finally have your ear the way they have always wanted?”

The words came out before he had filtered them, and her hand simultaneously flew to slap the side of his face.

The third level basement was one of only three places in the Paradox that was constructed with the physics of the Home worlds which meant that it was one of only three places in the Paradox where he was both stronger and faster than the Praefect. Before her slap connected with its target his hand was wrapped around her wrist. In the next second she was hoisted under his arm and being dragged down the aisle toward her ready room.

“Have you lost your mind?! You let me go, this instant!” She cried.

Sebastian grinned, having already broken every covenant imaginable he relaxed letting his fleams fall into place. Then like the ticking of a clock right in his path Belen appeared, her fleams already engaged.

“What do you think you are doing?!” Belen ground out the words, her eyes glowing green.

Belen was not to be trifled with. She was chosen as Yannara’s assistant, her last line of defense for a reason. Her starched bearing was deceiving. Her days as an E’kimmou warlord were behind her but her prowess remained. His own assistant. Latch was chosen for the same reason – seemingly delicate and unassuming, beyond being a wizard of organization and processing paperwork, he was a master Kiang-Shi martial artist. If for one moment Belen believed Yannara was in danger, he would be fighting for his life.

“Thank goodness. Belen—” Yannara cried.

“—Yes, thank goodness,” Sebastian said as he threw his hand over Yannara’s mouth. “Yannara is having a horrible seizure. I am taking her to lie down. As you know I am, among other things, a medical doctor.”

Yannara shook his hand off of her mouth yelling, “He is a surgeon, Belen! Do I look like I need surgery?!”

“I am also an obstetrician!” He chuckled as he continued dragging her.

“Belen, I am not pregnant!” Yannara shouted.

Sebastian laughed, “But who’s to say what the diagnosis might be in the next hour?”

Belen’s eyes cooled back down to hazel as Sebastian dragged Yannara past her on his way to the ready room.

Belen sighed a combination of irritation and exhaustion, “The Constabulary is in less than two hours—”

“—And I am certain she will be feeling much better, very soon,” Sebastian said as he opened the door to the ready room and pulled Yannara inside.
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THE RESTAURANT
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Lowellr Dix a rotund man who could have passed for a well-maintained Paradoxan man in his early sixties sat in what he determined to be a surprisingly comfortable chair while musing that he had never dined in a Paradoxan restaurant before. It wasn’t because he was afraid to. It was because he had never had any need to. Within the Renfield community he was part of what could be considered the upper hierarchy. He was given deference wherever he traveled. His money was no good at any traditional Renfield eatery as those venues were pleased enough to advertise that members of the Port Directorship dined at their facility. There were even locations that carried his likeness on their walls signifying the level of importance he held within the Clan. And although nothing had changed outwardly, inwardly he felt it. Always a potential candidate for the Directorship many felt compelled to cater to him, to feed his whims. But once his superior, Je’Han Cureva, the Director of the port announced his successor (a person who was not Lowellr) the previous year. Lowellr began to feel a needling uneasiness each time a member of the wait staff at his favorite eateries expressed impatience or didn’t seat him quite fast enough or not at his usual table. Stores that took his word regarding payment for luxury goods politely requested proof of ability to make long-term payments. He was the most senior of the Department heads and was beginning to feel less catered to... less valued.

But that was in the past. He smiled as he sat at the beautifully prepared table alongside his new friends. The Revenant female was wearing the Kiang-Shi insignia, her golden hair was pinned in a Paradoxan style. She was petite with graceful mannerisms and the gray cast of her skin was minimized by make-up as was that of her companion. The male, like Lowellr was of House Striga. He was large with chiseled features and regarded Lowellr as an equal, something that was rare with Revenants from House Striga. The two Paradoxans, and two Revenant elders were polite. They regaled him with tales from their personal pasts and the historical foundations of the great city of New York from their own perspectives. He was mindful of the way he and all other Renfields had been raised, to trust no one outside of the Clan, especially Paradoxans. But these Paradoxans were nothing like what he expected and the Revenants who sat at the table alongside them looked at Lowellr not as a Renfield servant, but as an important equal, a member of the Renfield hierarchy whose knowledge of the Interdimensional Transport Authority system was, as they put it... awe-inspiring.

“Brother Dix,” the Paradoxan called Rothstein smiled, “How is it that an item that is contraband in one world could be harmless in another?”

“We only know how Renfields, and Revenants are affected here and in the Home Worlds. Since Paradoxans, I mean human beings cannot travel to the Home Worlds it may be that humans are affected the same in both universes. At this moment it would be impossible to tell.”

“Fascinating!” the other Paradoxan said, “With all your history in the organization and specialized knowledge I find it difficult to believe that you were not selected as the new Director of the Port Authority,”

“As with many things,” the male Revenant said, “there are politics at play regarding selection processes.”

“Indeed,” Lowellr Dix sighed, “Je’Han had always expressed his fondness for the Deputy Director in charge of Engineering. I am certain that played a role in her becoming a finalist in the process.”

“Yes,” the female Revenant replied slowly with a raised brow, “but the Deputy Director of Engineering was not selected to succeed Je’Han Cureva.”

“Exactly!” Lowellr cried, “So what was the point in having her in the final consideration at all? The time taken to review her application could have been more effectively spent reviewing the applications of worthier candidates, like myself.”

“Yes, so true,” the one named Rothstein injected.

“It must be a difficult process to move cargo between here and the A'Obeinur,” the second Paradoxan interjected changing the course of the conversation, “especially with the difficulty in keeping track of the different types of contraband.”

“It might seem complex if you weren’t intimately involved in the process, but for those of us who make the workings of interdimensional travel our living, it is quite straightforward.”

“How so?” the male Revenant asked.

“It would take me months to explain all the minutiae,” Lowellr beamed.

“Then by all means we should make this into a weekly ritual so that we can learn more about this fantastic travel mechanism!”

“Here! Here!!” the rest of the entourage cried.

Lowellr nodded in accord taking up the glass of fine wine they offered at the establishment feeling valued as he believed he should always have been.
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THE QUIET
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Sebastian lay on his back on the large circular bed in Yannara’s ready room with the scent of flowers and sound of music wafting into the chamber. The bed was located on a platform that was eight steps up from the polished floor. The curtains and décor gave the appearance of an altar instead of a bedroom. She lay in the crook of his arm, her head resting on his chest as he ran his fingertips from the side of her torso, over her buttocks to her thighs then back. She was humming the tune of the music that surrounded them, her fingers tracing patterns on his chest, some recognizable and others nonsensical doodles. The last half hour had been suffused with passionate sex culminating in Yannara sinking her fleams into Sebastian’s carotid and drawing back all she could take without rendering him unconscious. At the same time, they looked at the timepiece hanging on the wall.

“Ugh,” he said smiling down at her not moving, “It’s nearly eleven.”

“I know, I know,” she replied continuing to trace patterns on his chest and abdomen.

He turned his attention to the floor where their clothes were strewn on the path to the bed, hooks ripped, and buttons popped in the frenzy to engage in the lusty dance their blood demanded. He chuckled, “My you were extremely eager, like you hadn’t been slaked in months.”

Yannara’s hand ceased its movement and she sat up slowly not making eye contact with him until she was seated, legs folded under her at his side.

“Sebastian, it has been nearly six months.”

He rolled his eyes, rose to sitting then scoffed, “Six months? Yannara you could not survive two months without siphon, and if I haven’t...” and then he stopped. He narrowed his eyes and frowned, “What are you – have you—”

“—Sebastian, I am head of Clan,” she said her tone and expression sober, “I have decisions to make and must remain clear-headed. You know this. Without siphon at regular intervals—”

“—You have been taking communion with someone else,” he said, not asked.

“Not communion, only engagement enough to slake the thirst,” she replied as she moved off the bed and stepped down to the floor to retrieve her clothing.

Sebastian’s fleams were engaged when he asked, “Is it too much to ask from whom you have been taking sustenance?”

She turned, her head cocked to the side and smiled, “How would that help you beloved?”

He vaulted from the bed and was two steps in front of her not hiding his anger, “If you were so much in need, why didn’t you ask?! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Sextus,” she smiled using his nickname, “As you said, my need is consistent. Two months – you could set a clock. For the past three years I have had to remind you, even as I regularly provided your siphon every three months. I have never left you wanting. You have never had to ask.”

He took a step back, “Still, you should have said. My work is burdensome and time-consuming. You know this.”

She stepped forward placing herself squarely within his personal space, “We have been together for over one hundred thirty years. We have been tethered nearly from the beginning. My needs should be second nature to you, as yours have always been to me.”

“So, to punish me for this failing you chose, without informing me, to slake your thirst with another. Don’t you think it would have been easier to simply tell me?” He asked biting back his anger.

“Maybe,” she said as she walked into her washroom and closed the door behind her.

There was no point in continuing. She was still on her high from being fed. Her temperament was smooth and unflappable and would remain that way for the next several days. If only he had been more attentive, he would have noticed. If he had demanded the name before... when she was hungry and irritable, she would gladly have revealed the name if only to peeve him. He was still standing in the center of the room when Belen entered and informed him that his valet was waiting in one of the auxiliary rooms to dress him for the Constabulary.

As Belen gathered up his clothing and left the room he followed her feeling as if a knife had been twisted inside him and wondering how many more betrayals he could stomach.
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THE CONSTABULARY
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By eleven thirty p.m. the banquet room of the swank Bon Vie hotel, just a brisk walk from Central Park West was abuzz with activity. The outlay for the hors d’oeuvres alone could have fed a small developing country for a year. The tables were lavished with exotic floral arrangements, sparkling crystal and cutlery and set with a sophisticated variety of food and drink customary for the event; and no less was expected by the cream of the Renfield corporate hierarchy in attendance. The mouthwatering scent of the savory meats being prepared along with the roasted vegetables that could only be found in the Home worlds reminded Ramona of how ravenous she was. Regardless, she was never comfortable with the vast expense of resources the event mandated. She recognized that an item as mundane as her traditional Abyssian-made Imperial formal wear had cost more than the corporation’s newly minted Research and Development department’s entire budget for the past month. She resisted wearing the “costume”, but her mother insisted that it was essential as Ramona would be sitting at the head table and constantly being observed. It was a traditional, formal affair. It was a duty.

“Most Eminent Princess Ramona,” the hotel staff member assigned to her family spoke cheerfully, “if there is anything we can do for you, anything at all please don’t hesitate to ask. If we need to send a car for someone or check upstairs to remind anyone that the festivities are underway, I will be posted near the rear entrance and at your disposal.”

“Thank you,” Ramona replied with a forced smile acknowledging that even the hotel staff was aware that the most important guests for the main table were conspicuously absent.

Ramona gazed out onto the ballroom. Despite the time and effort employed in presenting such a palatable spread, she knew that much of the food would go uneaten, and not because the attendees had become enamored with the cult of excess that seemed to plague the monied classes of the Paradox, but because every division head, manager, and department chair in attendance, whether they cared to admit it or not, was probably too anxious to eat; They always were at this point in the Constabulary. All the pomp and circumstance notwithstanding, the job-related nature of the function could not be overstated, and the wrong thing said or done during the lavish and celebratory event could guarantee the end of a career.

As Deputy Director Ramona reported to the Director General of Investigations and Enforcement who had assigned her the herculean task of managing all security issues for the Constabulary, but she wasn't going to complain. It was no secret that the Director General was announcing her retirement within the next two years and Ramona was doing her best to be well-positioned. 

This was the reason Ramona occupied her customary position at the head table but this time peering through sleep-deprived eyes while employing her fatigue-impaired hearing and sense of smell, to note the location of each member of the Enforcement teams under her command. These were the hand-picked individuals charged with guarding this very select grouping over the course of the following two weeks. Though all the attendees had arrived within the past forty-eight hours, she and her team had been staked out at the hotel for an entire week to make certain that everyone’s stay would be enjoyable but otherwise uneventful.

The attendees were all in place seated at their assigned tables conversing, laughing, and drinking. To the uninitiated the filled-to-capacity banquet hall would probably have raised a few eyebrows. Ethnically, the attendees were more diverse than the membership of the League of Nations. Representing nearly every country on the globe, Renfield directors, division heads and in-house monitors interacted during the two-week forum dressed in what outsiders might have taken for some intricate robes of a secret ancient society...which in truth, it actually was. She glanced down at her timepiece. It was just after midnight and the Praefect Praepositus, the head of the Clan had still not arrived.

“Now isn’t this something?” Graham, her second in command in the field communicated through their established psychic link,

“Yes, everyone looks wonderful in the best of their formal attire,” she replied.

“Some of these delegates are so old that their formals holding them together are the only things keeping them from disintegrating into a pile of wrinkles and bones—”

“—Don’t be mean,” Ramona replied, “You’re just miffed you drew security detail tonight and won’t be able to show off your new outfit.”

“You’re damned right! That thing cost a fortune and now it’ll sit in my closet for another week. You however look quite fetching in your new gown. It almost makes this post worth it for the view alone” he communicated along with a very suggestive thought.

“Graham,” she warned, “We agreed... no fooling around tonight. We have to stay focused.”

“Duly noted,” he replied.

Ramona was being more severe than usual. The annual conference was one of the few times that the corporate hierarchy met in the Paradox while openly acknowledging their shared Abyssian heritage. It was a time of camaraderie and catching up, but it was also when most of the year’s backbiting and gossip-mongering occurred. As she observed everyone in the ballroom enjoying the rare delicacies which were imported in from the Home worlds for the occasion, she couldn’t help feeling that something was wrong.

Stop worrying, the voice of her Eynnoi permeated her consciousness.

Be quiet! She bit back to the voice of her subconscious, not caring to hear from her internal early warning system. She took no stock in what the Eynnoi revealed. The system was flawed. It only warned of her own impending peril, not the peril of others. The more proficient she became in her abilities the less reliable the warnings became. She learned to put her trust only in her own senses.

As she watched the crowd eyes would drift toward the main table with questioning glances. She could hear them internally wondering why the Empress had yet to make an appearance. Suppositions were being bandied about. Yannara never missed the Constabulary so her failure to attend would be grist for the rumor mill. Ramona was picking up pieces of thoughts floating around the room. Nearly half the attendees whose thoughts she could apprehend surmised that her mother and father had had a falling out and both were somewhere nearby sulking. The other half were certain that the two had had a falling out and had secreted themselves somewhere in the hotel and were engaged in some form of make-up coitus. These were acceptable thoughts. However, once their conversations began to turn to issues surrounding the upcoming Renfield Board of Directors elections even something as small as making the attendees wait twenty minutes for their dinner to be served could mean the difference between victory and defeat.
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“So Gilmartin will once again be delivering the introduction of the scholarship recipient. Am I the only person whose ears bleed from listening to his droning?” Marcello Sebastian Forza, VI the CEO of Renfield International muttered under his breath while sliding into his seat beside Ramona.

Ramona’s jaw tightened. The news that Sebastian’s continued tenure as Board Chairman and CEO of the corporate entity was being challenged troubled him. Ramona recognized his anxiety which manifested itself in his being unnecessarily critical of issues that were wholly irrelevant. His complaints about the speaker fell squarely into that category.

“The head of the Genealogical Society is always accorded this honor,” Ramona answered keeping her voice low and her face expressionless which was becoming more and more difficult as exhaustion wore on her.

“He could always decline to speak,” Sebastian grumbled wrinkling his nose as he took a sip of water, “His opening is always some minor variation on the same historical tale that we all know by rote.”

It is Gilmartin Sjogren’s encyclopedic knowledge of our family’s history and heritage that has earned him this respect, Yannara’s thoughts interrupted the conversation as she entered the ballroom. Applause broke out as the Praefect smiled and waved to the attendees acknowledging them as she strolled toward the main table. After the applause died down, Sebastian did the honors of pulling out her chair to seat her, and as he did so she cleared her throat the way she did when she meant to show her irritation. Yannara had retained a relatively youthful appearance for her more than three hundred fifty years of Paradoxan existence and as the traditional head of the Renfield Clan she took all Renfield gatherings and ceremonies, and all their consequent pomp and circumstance very seriously. And though she may not have agreed with the positions taken by some of the individuals in attendance, she had a great respect for the fact that they were the duly selected delegates of the Renfield communities they represented and that each speaker and commentator during the two week event had earned their right to be present. So, when Yannara cleared her throat Ramona knew better than to continue any conversation that had the potential to cause any dissension or disruption.

Ramona's mother Yannara Stone-Tejan-Forza was Empress and Praefect Praepositus of the vast Renfield Empire, the highest-ranking member of the Renfield Clan in the Paradox or the Home worlds. The event was the most important congregation of Renfield representatives in the Paradox and everyone was required to dress and act appropriately to assure that the proper decorum was maintained. Her demand therefore was not unreasonable under the circumstances. And on the surface Ramona accepted this as a rational explanation. But she was mindful that the extravagant wardrobe was meant to comfort the Renfield old guard, to allay any concerns that their way of life could be under siege in the changing times. With Ramona, the heir apparent dressed in the traditional style the large contingent of the powerful Renfield traditionalists would feel reassured, and that reassurance would translate into their continued and unwavering support for the Praefect and her policies.  

“Enough now,” Yannara chided sotto voce, “You’re acting worse than any of the children. Be respectful. He’s making his entrance.”

At Ramona’s left, Sebastian grumbled, but only briefly. He was even more aware than Ramona that nothing good could come from rubbing Yannara the wrong way during such an important event. He diplomatically nodded and smiled affably repressing any evidence of dissent, but his eyes remained steely as he scrutinized the gathering of the Renfield corporate officers, directors, department heads and managers. If any of them had been watching him, they would have undoubtedly felt the cold discomfort that his attention could yield. But they weren’t watching him. Instead all eyes were focused on Gilmartin as he approached the dais.

Once confident that no one was paying attention, Ramona shifted her body in angry protest against her unyielding formal wear. The gown was similar to that worn by the other attendees except in coloring. Only she and her mother wore the four colors of the Renfield crests simultaneously at formal functions. Purple, vermilion, black and gold were featured in both of their regalia although her mother’s was more elaborate... befitting the status of Empress. Ramona tugged at the collar that rose high enough in the rear to touch her elaborately pinned up-do and then grunted in exasperation as she inadvertently upset the gold Leviathan headpiece which laced through her hair and its carefully applied extensions.

“Aren't you a bit old for that type of fidgeting?” Sebastian asked as he took a sip of water from his goblet intentionally failing to make eye contact with her, “You do realize that not too long ago the ranking Investigations and Enforcement officer would have been somewhere in the shadows organizing the security teams and scurrying around in the bowels of this godless hole during the Constabulary and not sitting here taking advantage of the grandeur and luxuries of the Abyssian Home worlds.”

“At least they were getting something accomplished,” she replied.

“I would think you’d be honored to sit here at your mother’s side. I know it’s a lot to ask,” he said in a voice dripping with causticity, “but could you at least pretend to be just a little interested in these proceedings?”

She began silently counting to ten hoping to get her rising annoyance under control.

Temper, temper, Graham communicated.

He's driving me crazy, she replied.

Don't be melodramatic. You know you love him.

Doesn't mean I won't kill him.

Sebastian was her mother’s second mated companion, her Anculus. Aaron Stone, her mother’s primary mate, her Aleph was Ramona’s biological father. Sebastian had raised her and mentored her from childhood through a large portion of her adulthood. But at that moment if she could have swatted him without causing a Renfield intergalactic incident, she would have sent him tumbling backward flat onto his back. What she honestly wanted to do was strike back with a pithy and sharp comment. Unfortunately, she was much too exhausted to formulate anything clever, so she sat up straighter in her seat and tried her best to appear engaged.

Gilmartin, one of Renfields’ most reputable elders stood at the dais, papers in hand which primarily functioned as props since everyone in the banquet hall knew he could have recited his introduction and the entire Renfield history, from memory. With his props and flamboyant showmanship Gilmartin was a perennial favorite of the festivities. Thunderous applause began as soon as he was near the podium. He didn’t speak right away but took the opportunity to stand for a moment and bask in the glow of acceptance from the highest-ranking group of Renfields assembled in the Paradox.

Long before he ascended to head the Genealogical Society, Sjogren had been Ramona’s instructor at the Renfield Eastern Academy. He later openly praised Ramona as having been one of his best students. Ramona knew there were some who argued that his praise was merely calculated to curry favor with her mother in anticipation of her appointment of a new head to the Society. And though their criticisms with respect to Gilmartin’s well-timed praise may have been true, they did nothing to diminish the fact that Ramona had in fact been his best student.

Gilmartin motioned for the crowd to calm itself. He dispensed with self-introduction and began.

“Most know Renfield International as the silk stocking of corporate institutions with a presence on every habitable continent; a family-owned multi-national corporation involved in the purchase, sale, resale or manufacture of almost every conceivable item required to work, play, eat or sleep. From the soaps to wash with, to the steel in cars and houses, to the textiles used to make clothing and other fabrications, Renfield International is the longest lived corporate entity on the planet and in fact, in certain circles because of our perpetual good health, seeming agelessness, extensive life spans and our near predatory competitiveness it has been widely joked that the Renfield family must be part vampire,” he said waving his fingers in a ghoulish manner.
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