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December 31rst, The Lord’s Year 1612 AD
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A hundred tortured screams echoed through the night, shattering the silence of the starless, moonless darkness. The villagers of Čachtice huddled in their meager dwellings, cowering from the cries of malice and suffering that emanated from Csejte Castle’s parapets, as if the flimsy wooden doors and shutters could protect them from the pervasive evil. With trembling hands, Johann Weiss held the silvered cross hanging from his vestments, desperately searching through the darkness for a sign of his God. 

“Steady brother.” The grizzled voice of György Thurzó, the Palatine of Hungary and lead investigator into Countess Elizabeth Báthory de Ecsed atrocities, startled the young inquisitor. Nearly a dozen men, a magnificent gesture of force from the grand inquisition, had made the journey from Rome to Hungary to be present for the arrest of the woman. Countess Elizabeth Bathory was an infamous name within the village, whispered only with fear and reverence as the blood countess. 

“An evil stirs this night.” Johann’s hands quaked as he clung to the shimmering silver cross of the inquisition. He had endured the Labourd witch-hunt of 1609, and heard the cries of the accused Basque witches as they were tried at Navarre. He could still smell the charring of flesh on the funeral pyre, could still remember the howls of agony as the vile servants of the darkness cracked and burned for their transgressions. Yet, despite all his experience fighting the servants of the dark lord, he found his faith ill prepared for the night ahead. 

“Another heathen brother Wiess.” Sebastian Barclay gave him an encouraging slap on the shoulder. A fellow member of the inquisition., Sebastian had staked and burned his own share of witches in his nearly fifty years of service. He held a lantern of wrought iron, which illuminated the assembly of holy men with its dull orange glow. The cold hung in the Hungarian air, giving form to their breath in the night. “Nothing more.”

“This place...” Johann scanned the assembled mob. A dozen inquisitors, swathed in black vestments and heavy furs, huddled together in the eerie glow of the lantern. As the hunt gathered around the Palatine of Hungary, their spiked maces hung ominously from their hips, rattling as they shuffled about, eager for bloodshed. “The air seems different.”

“Losing your nerve, brother?” Sebastian tilted his head, glancing up at the gothic walls of Csejte Castle as a chorus of pain wracked cries answered his gaze.

“No moon.” Johann looked to the night sky and was greeted by a blanket of darkness that seemed to swallow the very light from the night. “The Malleus Maleficarum ties witchcraft and the dark lord to the full of the moon. Yet as this unholy rite is performed, the sky is blackened. Tis naught but a thick blanket of darkness. The hour is not nearly approached the witching. This is something... different.”

“Aye, we ne’er said she was a formidable witch.” Amish O’Doule piped in, brandishing a heavy iron mace adorned with garish spikes and protrusions. “Only that she was of the twisted kind.”

“Take heart, brother.” Sebastian pushed forward, leading the collective up the winding road to the gates of Csejte Castle. “The fowl taint of this night shall fall before the Hammer of our Lord.” 

The resounding hurrah from the inquisition’s hunt rang out in defiance of the evil cacophony of tortured lament. Johann quieted his mind, sought to steel his nerves, but the lingering sense of dread could not be pushed down. It was wrong. All of it was wrong. 

The countess, a mentor and educator, accepted young noble women from afar for her tutelage. A renowned instructor in the ways of the nobility, she was largely sought after to train the rebellious youth of the courts. The countess had a knack for driving out the free-spirited nature of the young women and instilling the prim and proper decorum befitting their station as ladies of the court. Yet the Palatine’s investigation had revealed accounts of human sacrifice, details of tortures which turned the stomach of even the most devout holy man, and whispers of horrors... of things not of this world or the hereafter. Unfathomable creatures, so appalling they cannot be described with mere words, rather simply that they instill an unholy dread on any who dare gaze upon them. 

The hunt marched, lanterns and maces at the ready. They moved through the night, chanting prayers to the lord. Vile chants, Johann admitted, for behind the words lay a bloodlust eager to be sated. A darkness lurked in their prayers, twisting and turning the holy psalms into something sinister. The hunt thirsted for blood and battle. The inquisition had become a breeding ground for the most abhorrent and dark elements among the clergy. He had entered the life, seeking to fell the servants of darkness. Seeking to stand as a holy warrior of God against the dark lord’s machinations here on earth. 

The reality of the Inquisition was much different. They hunted the pagan, the wizard and witch alike. Druids, those mystics with ancient knowledge, and shamans, spiritual healers, who had been pillars of the community for many years. Any members of the old-world religions which threatened the tenuous grasp of the pulpit on the masses. Few, if any, of the guilty he has sent to the fires actually believed or followed the dark lord. No, most followed their pagan beliefs, little more than hedge witches practicing a bygone form of magic and divination. In his years of service, he had never encountered evil, as depicted in the holy books. Had never stared down a true denizen of the darkness. 

This night was different. The evil hung in the air like a thick fog, causing a chill that ran through his very being down to his eternal soul. The darkness not only consumed his inner light, it dampened it. Like a wet blanket thrown on the flames of his soul, the night had a tangible weight to it.

“Hold!” Sebastian called to the hunt as they approached the gates of Csejte Castle. The two ironbound sentinels stood tall and imposing in the darkness. The oaken doors, so massive they seemed impossible to move, were invitingly wedged open, beckoning all to join the cacophony of chaos within. 

“Madness.” Johann muttered. 

“She left the gates wide.” Palatine Thurzó called rallying the inquisition. “The blood countess doubts any would dare defy her dark ambitions. Hubris.”

“Welcome.” A shrouded man appeared from just beyond the light’s reach. He hobbled heavily on a gnarled shepherd’s crook, hunching low as he emerged from the darkness beyond the gate. Wrapped in the brown robes of the clergy, the man could only be the missing abbot Thaddeus Stone. The enigmatic regent and caretaker of the Báthory estate only recently placed in service.

“Abbot.” Sebastian raced forth, lantern held high. The abbot lifted his head, allowing the cowl of his hooded robe to fall to his shoulders. His face, torn by his own nails, bore several vertical wounds which centered on the gouged sockets where his eyes had been. Thaddeus’ flesh dripped with fresh blood as a grotesque smile creased his lips. His eyelids fluttered, straining against the rough stitches of sinew that crossed loosely over the marred flesh on his cheeks. The sinew hung from his eyelids, as if they were errant threads on a long-forgotten tapestry. 

The collective gasp of the hunt echoed Johann’s as the mutilated face of the Abbot entered the pale orange light of the lantern. Thaddeus’ smile twisted up in an unnatural curl that seemed to elongate past the confines of his lips. Blood dripped from his chin as he dropped his crook and straightened before the hunt. 

“What evil is this?” Sebastian gasped, covering his mouth with his hand, holding back the contents of his stomach. 

“Evil my brothers?” Thaddeus responded in a hiss. A bemused cackle sent his shoulders up and down in heaves as he stepped closer to the light. “Evil? Such a construct is a derivative of Order.”

“Madness.” Palatine Thurzó called from within the safety of the Hunt. “He is possessed of the devil.” 

Amish lunged forward, his cruelly spiked mace at the ready. He called to God as he charged Thaddeus, lifting his spiked weapon high above his head. He staggered mid charge, as if hit by an invisible wall. The spiked mace fell to the ground with a thud as Amish’s body writhed and contorted unnaturally. He howled in anguish before the cackling Abbot. His hands twisted inward, bending at the wrists until the snapping of bone and sinew could be heard. The inquisitor’s knees trembled, turning in on themselves as if they could no longer support his weight. His shoulders puffed and boiled until globs of flesh leaked from his collar and sleeves. Amish turned back to the hunt, revealing eyes filled with darkness. A nothingness washed over his face. To say it was a look of abject horror would be incorrect. Johann peered into a face twisted in absolute... apathy. Amish’s skin bloated and turned purple. It bubbled and burst, leaking a pitch as black as the night itself. Wounds festered with embers of flame, as if his very being were being consumed by the fires of the abyss. 

“Holy father!” Johann held his cross before him. He called to the righteous magic of the celestial plane, but the familiar warmth of the celestial energy was not there to greet him. He felt... nothing. As if his connection to the planes and the heavenly father had been severed. 

“Lord of Darkness.” Thaddeus cackled madly. “I too once held the belief that evil was a thing to be crushed. An enemy to virtue and all that is good.” 

“Silence! Your words are the foul workings of Satan.” Sebastian drew his mace and swung at the wracked flesh that was Amish. The mace collided with the brother’s head, which gave way like a pudding. No cracking of bone, no tearing of flesh. The mace sunk into Amish’s amorphous flesh, which curdled and bubbled before him. It accepted the weapon, devouring the steel head of the mace into itself. The metal unbound, like thread from a spool, becoming one and interlacing within the amorphous mass. 

“You chase devils and demons.” Thaddeus stepped closer, raising his hand in a closed fist before him, to which brother Amish convulsed and twisted. “Insignificant wretches of the infernal realms squabbling in the darkness. Evil... seeking to subvert, to corrupt. There are powers beyond the confines and ordered concepts of good and evil. Beyond such constraints of thought. Even a devil succumbs to its role within existence. A demon is itself merely another construct of order. I say to you brothers, abandon your exploration of this universe. Peer beyond the veil of this existence.”

“You have fallen far, brother, but you will not lead us into darkness.” Sebastian called on the magic within, raising his silvered cross and beckoning for his god’s magic. His pleas to God were snuffed out by the darkness. No righteous flames emerged, no heavenly light. Just a fool holding the symbol of his god. 

With an abrupt movement, Thaddeus surged forward while the formless amalgamation of flesh and metal that had been Amish grew like a tsunami heading towards the shoreline. It towered over Sebastian, swallowing the man and the lantern in a wave of flesh and ichor. Devouring the last remnants of the light. 

The night was alive with the echoes of howls and screams as the hunt realized that their godly powers had been stripped from them, sending them into a frenzy of terror. Thaddeus moved through them like Moses, parting the sea of molten flesh and metal. Ichor coiled and wove around him, as if the very elements that had once been Amish and Sebastian bent to his will. Steel and iron twisted with flesh and blood rising like a tide around him. Pockets of burning tissue surrounded the embers of the lantern. Yet still the amorphous mass grew. Enveloping the members of the hunt one by one. Unmaking them. 

Bodies ripped apart at the seams. Innards tangled and warped into the mass, coiling and writhing as if the very structure of the universe unwound around them. Johann heard the cries of his brothers, felt the frigid chill of despair run down his spine. He did the only thing left for a man in his position to do. He ran. 

His legs were moving as fast as they could, pumping furiously as his chest rose with each deep breath he took, all due to the terror that was coursing through his veins. The world darkened around him, as if the shadows were closing in on his very thoughts. He ran on with no idea of where he was going, not paying any mind to his direction, so long as he could escape the horror of Abbot Thaddeus. 

He wound through a courtyard and collapsed to the ground. His labored breaths bringing the chill of the night into his burning lungs. Johann placed his head in his hands and wept. 

“My god, why have you forsaken me?” he prayed openly. His words drowned out by the carnal cries of terror filling the castle. Only then, in his moment of despair, did the inquisitor realize the folly of his flight. He looked about the courtyard and gasped in horror. He had run straight into the belly of the beast. The howls were louder here. Agonized cries filled the air, unmistakably belonging to the female students of the Countess.

Johann moved from shadow to shadow, at last entering the castle keep. The interior wasn’t the gothic horror landscape he had envisioned, rather a mundanely decorated room. No fountains of blood, no horrendous orgies of flesh. Just tapestries and shelves lined with trinkets and knickknacks. The grand hall opened to a central stair draped in fine carpets of red with golden trim. With a shaking hand, Johann found the banister and slowly ascended the stairs. 

Cries of agony chased his footfalls as he stepped from the stairs onto the main landing. A grand ballroom opened before him. Two white doors perched open, trimmed in a golden inlay. The marble floor beyond was buffed to a lustrous sheen, and the pillars were embellished with exquisite designs, while the chandelier glittered with dazzling crystals. 

Johann stumbled into the grand ballroom, moving more on instinct than rational thought. Young, noble girls were bound and chained to either wall, the scent of their fear heavy in the air. In a similar manner to the Abbot outside, they too had their eyes removed, leaving nothing but empty sockets. Horrible wails of anguish echoed through the ballroom as they contorted, struggling against their bonds. Their very being was being pulled apart, slowly unwinding from the inside out.  

There at the center of the ballroom, among an altar of stone and blood, stood the Countess. Adorned in a gossamer white dress, she read from a grimoire. Profound words filled the room, dark filthy words that stained the soul. Johann shuddered, feeling the taint of darkness in his innermost light. 

“Help!” a girl’s voice caught his attention. There chained to the base of the massive altar, a girl with raven black hair. She was disheveled, but otherwise whole. She stared in terror, struggling to break the bonds, yet the countess seemed completely indifferent. The blood countess merely continued uttering the dark words from the grimoire.

“Who are you?” Johann raced to the base of the altar to kneel next to the imprisoned woman. 

“Valeria.” The young woman replied quickly. “We must flee.” 

“She must be stopped.” Johann looked up at the countess, who was lost in her vile machinations. “What is she doing? What hell has she unleashed?”

“Not hell.” Valeria answered, grabbing the inquisitor by the collar. “No devil or demon holds sway here, priest. She calls to the sixth.” 

“The sixth?” Johann turned his focus to the young woman, pulling on her chains and following them back to the altar. 

“Do something.” Valeria’s eyes were wide with terror. She looked into him, perhaps the only person in the room who had witnessed the events that had transpired and not been driven mad. She bore witness to the horrors of this night and would need to be interviewed by the grand inquisitors. 

Johann rose to his feet and took aim at the dark altar. The countess turned a page in the grimoire, her reading growing more animated as the vile words spilled from her lips. It was a language unknown to him, but profane in a way he could not describe. It was as if the very words themselves tore at reality. He rushed the altar, his stomach heavy with fear. Driven only by the instinct to survive, he grabbed the grimoire in an attempt to disrupt the dark ritual.

He wailed as the dark tome filled his hands with pain. Johann felt the world spinning around him, melting away. It was beyond planar travel, beyond the elemental or divine. The grimoire showed him a glimpse of a failed existence. A place of apathy, a place bereft of order, forsaken by the pantheon of gods. There was no ground, nor a sky, no sense of direction at all. Instead, he was overcome with a sense of oneness. He saw everything, was everywhere, all at once. Concepts of time and space were foreign here. One thing, one being reigned in the desolate remains of existence. A being of malice, a collective consciousness that converged around him, threating to swallow his very existence.

Johann fell to the floor, releasing his hold on the grimoire. He once more opened his eyes and was back in the macabre ball room. Countess Elizabeth Báthory stood before him, ambivalent to his very existence. From this angle he could see the six-pointed star etched around the base of the altar, could note the six sigils carved into her flesh. He looked at the walls, lined with six maidens on each side. In desperation, he grabbed the base of the altar and pushed with all his might. 

Candles and oils toppled onto the altar as the table was turned on its side. With a victorious roar, Johann heaved the altar, sending the book skittering across the floor. The tome was closed, revealing a black cover with a face that howled in anger. The face was distinctly not human, nor did it resemble any demon in the known pantheon. It was crude, misshaped, as if unformed or incomplete. The eyes were bestial, like that of a predator, yellowed and misshapen. The jowls opened to the left and right, exposing a many barbed tongue surrounded by hooked teeth like a shark. 

“Infidel.” The countess screeched, finally turning her attention to Johann. Her eyes were black pools of liquid that leaked down her cheeks. As she spat the words, her teeth blackened and festered behind her lips. Her alabaster skin showed six runes carved in her arms where a dark light emanated.

“Mother of God.” Johann made a sign of the cross and drew his own mace from his hip. He brandished it before him, waving it threateningly at the Countess. 

“A true man of the cloth, bound in his faith.” The countess gave a haughty sneer as her head moved to the side in a way that was unlike anything a human could do. Her arms spread to the sides, and her shoulders cracked. The countess posture resembled an insect more than a person as her shoulders snapped and popped, allowing her arms to hang at odd angles. Her head twisted and contorted well beyond the constraints of a neck. She glowered wickedly as blood and bile leaked from her putrid lips. 

“Heavenly father, forgive me.” Johann whispered as he lashed out with his mace. The steel head crushed bone and skin as he batted away the countess. Yet if she felt any pain at all, it did not show. Instead she chanted words, once more uttered dark vile syllables that hung in the air. Their very existence a perversion to nature. 

Johann felt his innards churn. Felt his soul shudder. It was unlike any pain he had ever known. He could distinctly feel his soul, a tangible light within. He could feel its energy coursing through him. Filling his being with light. He felt the darkness tearing at his precious light. Smothering it. He felt as if he were drowning, as if the darkness itself would swallow him whole. The light faded. He was becoming undone. Particle by particle, the luminescence that was his soul was falling apart. 

The countess let out a maniacal laugh as she went on speaking the strange and sinister language. Johann’s world spun around him. Right and wrong, good and evil, joy and despair... they were ripped from his soul. Torn from his inner light. He didn’t feel... anything. Not grief, not despair, nor hope or fear. He simply descended into the darkness. Felt all sense of things fleeting from his grasp.  

Johann looked at Valeria, the last unmolested soul in the room. He could see her soul in all its shining glory. He extended his hand out towards her, a beacon of light in the darkness. He cried out, his hollow voice bereft of emotion. Reduced down to a withered husk of flesh and blood kneeling on the floor before the vile countess. 

Valeria quickly snatched up a sparkling athame from the altar that had been overturned and then proceeded towards the Countess with wicked intent. She did not know the extent of the magic at work. Did not know what kind of evil could so shatter a man, but when she looked into the vacant, lifeless expression of inquisitor she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that no heaven or hell waited for this man. No afterlife, no purgatory. He was a shell, an empty container, no more than an assembled pile of fluid and skin frozen in horror. Valeria refused to share that fate. She lunged the athame into the back of the countess, driving the blade deep between the shoulders until the point pierced her chest. The countess shuddered and fell to the floor of the grand hall. 

Valeria grabbed the tablecloth from the altar and wrapped the grimoire in it snugly, careful not to touch the dark pages. She held it to her chest, wrapped in the cloth from the altar. The ritual, whatever it was, had ended. The prisoners of the countess were too far gone. The evil, too deep in the victims’ hearts. Valeria looked at the inquisitor and, with a sigh, ran from the ballroom. Her arms wrapped around the grimoire, she knew not why she carried it. Only that it felt wrong to leave such a thing of evil where others could find it.

She ran from the castle, her heart racing and sweat dripping down her face. Ran from the darkness, disappearing into the night. Valeria steeled her mind against the horrors of the courtyard, the broken men and monsters within. She ran on, far and fast, never stopping to look back, for fear of the darkness that followed in her wake. 
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Chapter One

The New World
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September of Lord’s Year 1620

––––––––
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“Monster hunter?” Oxivius slowly glanced over at the hulking figure seated at the same table. Burglecut grinned like a gibbering idiot behind his handlebar mustache. The brute leaned back in the forgotten wine cellar below the Anvil’s Anchor tavern, its walls lined with ancient bottles and barrels, and he smugly folded his massive tattooed arms across his chest. 

“The new boss.” Burglecut slowly nodded his head in the direction of the woman perched on the bottom step of the wine cellar stairs.

“We shall certainly discuss this later, my good Burgle.” Oxivius carefully lifted a bottle of wine, covered in a fine layer of dust, to his lips. The gentle fermentation washed over his tongue as he stared at the vision of the woman before him. 

“You have heard of the new world?” Valeria approached the table like a summer storm, her presence a sudden tempest of wild energy. 

“I have, indeed.” Oxivius placed his wine bottle on the table gently before bringing his attention to the woman. His heart skipped a beat as she slammed her hands emphatically on the table, nearly sending the bottles scattering. “A rich and untamed wilderness promising adventure and opportunity. Monster hunter, you say? Not a common profession these days.”

“For a lady?” Valeria met his question with a scowl. Her raven black hair fell in bouncy curls that hung down past her shoulders. They rose and fell in time with the venom in her words. 

“For anyone.” Oxivius grinned, raising his hand gently in the air in a futile attempt to calm the storm raging in the woman before him. “The clergy has done well in taming these lands. Myth and monsters... magic. These are relics of the past. A bygone product of a bygone age.”

“Yet here sits the Soulstealer, walking free among men. Hardly a care in the world.” Valeria scoffed. Her hand came to rest on the hilt of the heavy scimitar strapped to her waist. 

“This monster has a name.” Oxivius narrowed his eyes as his normally jovial demeanor shifted. “Twice now since meeting, you have invoked my Lamian heritage. Are you here to slay me? To add another notch to your belt, Hunter? Am I to believe that my dear friend here has unwittingly lured me here into some kind of death trap?”

“I says ye’ can help, Boss.” Burglecut cut in quickly. “Val be needin’ the help and you are the one man Burgle knows be right fer the job.”

“Are you...” Valeria leaned over the table. 

“Indisposed I am afraid.” Oxivius shrugged callously.

“Indisposed?” Valeria huffed the word. 

“Unavailable.” Oxivius grinned, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms behind his head. “As it were.” 

“You haven’t heard the proposal.” Valeria responded in a stern voice, passing a guarded look at Burglecut. 

“The new world? Adventure and treasure await. New lands and new peoples. Just sail away across hostile uncharted seas, venture to lands untamed and untouched by magic. Is that the gist? Hard pass.”

“Certainly not the man you described Burglecut.” Valeria turned from the table. “As I said before, a terrible idea, courting a monster to do a man’s work.”

“Ah, now that is something we agree on, love.” Oxivius grabbed the dusty bottle of wine from the table and knocked back a hearty swig. 

“But the pilgrims, boss.” Burglecut shook his head, his eyes pleading as he looked at the necromancer. 

“Pilgrims?” Oxivius raised one of his eyebrows slowly. 

“They be needing safe passage. A guide.” Burglecut nodded somberly. 

“Invaders, more like it.” Oxivius scoffed, sipping from the bottle once more. 

“Invaders?” Valeria passed another pensive glance at Burglecut.

“You heard me. The clergy have driven the magic from these lands and now turn an eye abroad. Freedom of religion. We have heard that before.” Oxivius’ voice raised as he leaned forward at the table. “This new world is untamed. As far as the stories go, the savages that dwell there have made peace with the mist. They embrace the magic and the land. Your so-called settlers venture into a hostile world. A world where magic and men mingle. A world the clergy has left them laughably unprepared for.”

“You know then? Of the mist. You can guide them, guide... us to safety.” Valeria spun on him, quickly leveling a gaze that threatened to bore straight through him. 

“Why? What riches await your plunder, I wonder?” Oxivius met her intensity with a ferocity of his own. 

“She is running, boss.” Burglecut cut in once more, attempting to relieve the tension. 

“Running?” Oxivius looked the woman over. “From what?”

“The inquisition.” She replied flatly. 

“The clergy... you shall need to put more than an ocean between you and the faithful if you wish to escape their wrath.” 

“You have.” Valeria shot him an accusatory glare. “For untold centuries, you have hidden from the faithful in plain sight.”

“Hidden?” Oxivius placed the bottle of wine gently on the table. “Survived... perhaps, but you cannot fathom the cost of doing so. What has been taken from me? So yes, I wander the lands... hiding. Existing. Surviving.”

“And is there no want for more than mere survival, Soulstealer?” Valeria’s eyes flickered in the dim light as she bent over the table to meet his gaze. “Is that all you are?”

“It is all I have to offer.” Oxivius growled, rising from the table. “Thanks for the drink, my dear Burgle, and best wishes in finding a fool to follow in such endeavors.” 

“Aye boss.” Burglecut nodded. “Sorry to trouble you out of yer way. I just reckoned that the pilgrims... they be missing and dying. Seems like a good thing, escorting them to safety, just like Marcus would have wanted.” 

Oxivius froze in place, eyeing the brute of a man. The flesh golem, Burglecut, assembled by Elizor and brought to life by the very soul of his dying creator. Oxivius had played no minor role in that. Honoring the dead man’s last wish and bestowing Elizor’s soul into the flesh golem. They had traveled together, lived together, and battled together. Burglecut had seen the fall of the templars, the fall of Petra, and, most importantly, the fall of Oxivius. 

“Marcus is dead, Burglecut.” Oxivius answered solemnly. 

“Not so long as he lives in here, boss.” Burglecut patted his chest, drawing a wince from the necromancer. 

“You’re already too late. The Mayflower and Speedwell departed earlier this month.” Oxivius answered, rebutting the brute. 

“The Speedwell sinks more than she floats. They’ll be forced into Plymouth for repairs. It will be our chance to join the crew before departing.” Valeria added quickly. 

“The manifest is set. The ship is full. Why would they take us on?” 

“Christopher Jones owes me.” Valeria answered quickly. “He captains the Mayflower. He knows the perils that await. Knows they need more than puritan virtue to fend off the creatures from beyond the mist.”

“And just like that, they will swoop us into their fold? To be mingled amongst the pious reformers and outcasts?” 

“Are you afraid?” Valeria countered quickly. 

“Yes.” Oxivius answered, stunning her with his candor.

“You fear monsters in the new world?” Valeria scoffed, seizing up the necromancer.

“I fear the monsters we bring to the new world.” Oxivius answered bluntly. “I fear the tyranny of the clergy. The conversion of the masses. Valeria, I am not an ignorant beast. I have seen the woman Pocahontas, the civilized savage, returned from the new world and paraded like a child’s doll around the courts. I have heard word of the great migration, the rush for land and title. Wealth and opportunity. I have seen such things before. I have no wish to bring death to these people.” 

“Pilgrims... seeking a better life.”

“Invaders.” Oxivius shot back. “Just as before. Man will come with sword and plow. They will tame the land, drive the unknown into the darkest corners of the world. They will bring roads and build bridges. They will erect walls and towers. Behind the smile of friendship lurks the poisoned dagger of change.”

“Things change.”

“Not man!” Oxivius threw his hands on the table, finally sending the collection of bottles scattering about to fall and smash on the floor. “Man does not change. He conquers. He subverts. Man rages against the unknown, fearing that which he does not understand and hating that which does not resemble him.”

“Is that how you see us?” Valeria stepped back from the table and the rage filled necromancer.

“That is your nature.” Oxivius rose, relinquishing his grip on the table and straightening his worn and tattered jacket.

“Then you are truly nothing but the monster of legend.” Valeria looked at Burglecut. “He’ll not help us. Time is of the essence, Burgle. We leave for Plymouth at dawn.”

“May the savages of the new world be prepared for the wickedness that sails their way.”

“Beware Soulstealer.” Valeria turned an icy glare on him. “I am still a hunter of monsters. Mind your tongue or I swear, before this life of mine is at its end, I’ll have your heart.”

“We shall see, monster hunter.” Oxivius tipped his head, bidding Burglecut a fond farewell before storming past the woman to the stairs. “Another time, love.”    
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September of Lord’s Year 1620
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The full moon hung high in the sky when Valeria at last emerged from the Anvil’s Anchor. Oxivius skulked in the darkness of the alleyway, blending in with the other destitute figures on the cobblestone streets of Southampton. The night had a chill that sunk deep into his bones. He longed to be away from the port city. The stench of the fish markets in the harbor mingled with stale English ale, turning his stomach. Yet, his sense of duty to the departed Elizor demanded he know just what kind of people the sweet-hearted Burglecut had become involved with. 

She appeared wildly out of place, exiting the run down harborside tavern. Her black buccaneer boots jingled with charms as the heels clacked down the cobblestone streets. Oxivius moved slowly, cautious to stay far behind and out of sight. In her leather trousers with a scimitar belted at her hip, she certainly appeared to be the hunter. The woman moved with a grace and poise that exuded confidence. She conjured images of the last warrior woman he had seen, Jeanne d’Arc, in 1431. A noble warrior burned at the stake for blasphemy. Guilty of the atrocious act of wearing men’s clothes. Times had changed, but not that much. The woman would be shunned by the puritans, denigrated by decent society, and made a pariah at court. 

She kept a brisk pace, weaving her way through the port city with an intimate familiarity. She knew this place, at least well enough to navigate the streets without hesitating, weaving and turning through alleys and neighborhoods, paying little heed to signs or markings. Oxivius, on the other hand, felt as though he had been spun in circles. Matching Valeria’s pace left him little time to take note of the landmarks or signs, leaving him overwhelmed and disoriented as they entered the more densely packed areas of the city. 

She turned abruptly and entered a lavishly decorated inn. A two floored establishment, with white walls and dark wooden cross beams. A grand estate opened behind the inn with charming gazebos, trimmed hedges, and vast flower gardens. He observed the fine glass windows, the stables adjacent to the property filled with wagons and steeds. The price of a room in this place could feed a family for weeks. 

“A rather successful hunter.” Oxivius said under his breath. In his tattered jacket and peasant-like attire, he likely wouldn’t make it past the front door. Nor could he observe from the shadows. This area of the city was well kept by the local magistrates. Vagabonds were quickly ushered to the common parts of the city, out of sight and out of mind for the gaggle of nobles and well-to-do pillars of society. 

Oxivius instead cut sharply to the side, moving toward the stables. No upper-class aristocrat worth their salt looked at the serf, who mucked the horses’ stalls, in the eyes. He grabbed a bucket near the entrance of the stables and slipped between the stalls, scooping up a healthy portion of steaming excrement. The hour was late; it was unlikely any stable hands were still about when early morning chores would beckon. He exited the back of the stables, carrying his bucket of filth toward the gardens, trying to appear casual. 

The grounds were well maintained, and he marveled at the array of flora and the intricate woven paths of cobbled stone. The inn seemed deep in slumber as he prowled the gardens, looking for a service entrance that would be less conspicuous. A door to the kitchen stood ajar, basking the nearby hedges in the warm glow of the hearth within. Oxivius pressed himself to the exterior wall behind the door and listened. 

“Aye, a right fine dinner service.” A burly man chortled with more than a hint of sarcasm. “The filthy bastards throw out more food than my family gets in a week.” 

“Shush your complaining,” an older feminine voice snapped back sharply. “Before someone hears your words and tosses you back into the commons. How well will your family be eating then?” 

“Shush yourself, woman, and mind your dishes.” The burly voice clapped back. “If the boss wants me apron, he can have it. My family will eat better outta the Inn’s trash than they do on the pittance I am bringing home.” 

“Brave words Charlie Beckett.” The woman answered, and Oxivius could almost picture her waving a wooden spoon in his face just from the tone of her voice. “You take all that bluster and head into the boss. You march in there and tell him the kitchen is too hot for yer tastes. You tell him Charlie Beckett would rather eat out o’ the trash than prepare another meal for a proper wage. Then you go home to your Anna and tell her what ye done. Tell her she’ll be fighting the rodents and vagrants for a bit of leftover bread.”

Heavy footfalls from the garden startled Oxivius, and he sunk low to the ground, taking shelter between the ajar door and the wall. He peered around the door to see a trio of men in brown robes of the clergy, wearing white masks, approaching. The one in the center held a thick braided rope in his hands. The two men surrounding him held sturdy wooden truncheons. They cared not for stealth as they plodded up the walk. 

“Get the book.” The masked man in the center said in an authoritative tone. He patted the rope eagerly in his hands. “I’ll be sure the witch hangs.” 

The men nodded in affirmation, brandishing their truncheons before them, taking several practice swipes as they drew near. Oxivius recognized the mask, the white face of the inquisition, the men who had hunted him for nearly three hundred years. These fools, however, were not out for the Soulstealer tonight. There were far too few. No, these men were hunting someone else. A fire burned in his belly, an ancient hatred stirred within as he stared at the approaching trio of inquisitors. Oxivius knew he should slink into the shadows. He should let the men pass. After all, he was stalking a different quarry this night. That would have shown restraint. Unarmed, save for the bucket of horse filth, he waited silently in the shadows as the trio approached. 

“Hey!” Charlie Beckett was in the door, pointing a pudgy finger at the trio of men quickly closing in. “We don’t want no trouble.”

“Stand aside.” The leader of the trio’s tone of voice conveying the unsaid threat.

“What is it, Charlie?” the woman was quick to chime in, glancing over the burly man’s shoulder. A quick gasp escaped her lips at the sight of the Inquisitors. “Stand aside right this minute, Charlie Beckett. Don’t you recognize them?” 

“Aye, and they are up to trouble.”

“We are here for the witch.” The leader stated in a matter-of-fact tone. “Protecting a heretic is also a sin, cook.” 

“There here for that woman!” the older lady yelped, making a sign of the cross. “I knew she was the devil. I told you, didn’t I, Charlie? No god-fearing woman runs around like that.” 

The trio came to a stop, mere feet away from the kitchen door. Oxivius held his breath, waiting in the door’s shadow and thankful for the distraction of the burly cook. The leader stepped forward, dangling a noose ominously. 

“Just here for a stretch,” he jostled the noose. “But there is plenty of room for another.”

“Stand aside Charlie. These are men of the cloth.” The woman pulled on his arm, but the cook stood firm in the doorway. 

“That may be, but no one’s dragging a patron out in the night. Boss won’t like that. Not one bit.” 

“Charlie, you dim-witted buffoon. You just said the job wasn’t worth the coin. Now you’re willing to defy the will of god?”

“More the will of the mob, I reckon.” Charlie swatted the woman away before resting his hands on his hips. “Now, if you’re all legal like, you can return in the morning with the magistrate.”

“Heretic.” The word wasn’t just an accusation. It was a call to action. The two inquisitors leaped forth, truncheons in hand. Charlie took the first wave of attacks, accepting strikes while bullying ahead, pushing the two assailants from the door. The woman shrieked. Charlie roared in anger as the truncheons came raining down. He crossed his arms, shielding his face from the rapid blows.

Oxivius stepped from the shadows, bucket in hand, and swung with all his supernatural strength. The wooden bucket shattered on the back of one of the assailant’s head sending horse manure flying in all directions. The inquisitor fell to the ground in a heap, blood and manure caked in his hair. Oxivius didn’t stop, whirling around the cook in a flurry of motion. He intercepted a strike from the other inquisitor, catching his arm at the wrist. The bones in the wrist snapped like a chicken wing under his grip as he lashed out with his free hand, grabbing the inquisitor by the throat and squeezing. He stepped forward, bending the man backwards until he heard the crack of his spine before letting him fall to the ground. 

“What the devil?” the leader of the trio muttered as he backed away from the stranger. Oxivius lifted his head, allowing his icy blue eyes to bore a hole through the leader. 

“Devil?” Oxivius snarled with a wicked grin. “Give him my regards when you get to hell.” 

He surged forth, knocking the cook to the ground and barreling into the leader. The inquisitor swung the noose like a whip, bringing the knotted end down on Oxivius’ back. He grunted through the pain and drove his shoulder into the man’s gut, taking him from his feet. They collided on the ground and rolled. The man’s arms flailed, desperately trying to find purchase on him, but Oxivius was too close. His teeth found flesh and he bit deeply into the man’s neck, turning his screams into a wet gurgle as Oxivius ripped his throat open. He felt the flesh restoring his vitality. Felt his Lamian heritage coursing through his veins. Oxivius grabbed the man’s head and twisted until the neck popped and all movement stopped. 

“God in heaven.” The woman gasped as Oxivius rose to his feet. He chewed on the morsel of flesh slowly, feeling the soul leave the body of the fallen inquisitor. A strand of the soul peeled free and melted into his flesh, adding to the tapestry of faces tattooed on his body. He heard the anguished screams of the man as the soul washed into his being. Soon, the screams of protest were drowned out, smothered by the constant wailing of souls within his flesh. 
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