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“Grotesqueries abound in THE FEALTY OF MONSTERS—and when Ladz is the one conducting the horror, you know it’s worth your time. This is one revolution best witnessed from the splash zone, so buckle up, put on your poncho, and get ready for the multiple blood baths to follow.”


— T.D. Cloud, author of OSSUARY




“With the dark gothic fantasy sensibilities of Berserk, Castlevania, and Bloodborne, Ladz’s first volume of THE FEALTY OF MONSTERS is thrilling, gory, and queer as hell. A must-read.”

—Morgan Dante, author of 
A FLAME IN THE NIGHT




“With prose as sharp and glittering as broken glass, Ladz weaves an unflinching tale of gothic gruesomeness, showing that the most dangerous monsters live where we least expect it—in the hearts of us all.”

—K.M. Enright, author of MISTRESS OF LIES




“THE FEALTY OF MONSTERS is just as sexy as it is terribly thrilling. Within a fantasy world full of political intrigue and strife, Ladz creates beautiful characters who fit inside it seamlessly. Characters who are neither good nor evil, but always keep the reader guessing, painting a fascinating air of mystery throughout the whole book. If you want horror, vampires, and alluring beasts, you need this book!”


—S.S. Genesee, author of the 
ALL TOMORROW’S PHOTOS Duology





“you are the proletariat in petrograd for the october revolution. you go to kill the czar but—oh wait! the vampire.”



—AO3 user, jonphaedrus






“With THE FEALTY OF MONSTERS, Ladz has built a world with foundations in Russian history but enhanced with an incredible dose of the gothic, macabre and brutally sexy. This is dark, bloody aristocratic politics with machinations so deep you won’t trust a single character. A staple work of dark fantasy!”



—Brent Lambert, author of 
A NECESSARY CHAOS

“[THE FEALTY OF MONSTERS] is a decadent and sordid novel which also asks the most urgent question of our time: 
what would you do to stop a war?”




—Noah Medlock, author of A Botanical Daughter







“The last days of the Russian Empire refracted through a blood-spattered, and gold-plated, lens into horror, magic, intrigue, and the best kind of scuzzy carnality. What else could you possibly need?”

—Elijah Kinch Spector, author of
KALYNA THE SOOTHSAYER




“Contempt for vampires, specifically the monstrous hybrids called bestiapirs, chills the air for one year after the massacre of 1917. Sasza is one such vampire working in stealth among the Odonic Empire’s diplomats, alongside his father Władysław “Władek” Czarnolaski, the Imperial Magician. Their wavering political certainty begins to be tested when a retaliatory war against the Vampire States rears its noble head, and Sasza’s friendship with the Crown undergoes metamorphosis into an alliance befitting beasts. An ominous, unsettling novel that knows how to scare.”





—Pom Poison, creator of 
LITTLE DEATH
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Author's Note




This is a work of fantasy heavily inspired by the history of the fall of the Russian Empire at the beginning of the Twentieth century. I use the word “inspired” because this work is not meant to be a faithful retelling of events, political or otherwise. If you want to experience the rabbit hole fell down, please see the bibliography.  

There is a compendium of characters, places, and terms at the end of the work for your reference and perusal.





Trigger Warnings




Blood, gore, body horror, blood drinking, needles, emetophobia (blood), mosquitos, patricide, infidelity, explicit sexual acts and situations, dubious consent, age gap relationship between adults, urination (non-sexual), self-harm for magic use, depiction and discussion of alcoholism and drinking, depiction of a panic attack, mentions of war, mentions of sedition
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Prologue


Summer 1917





The Żyła river separates the Kingdom of Waza and the Empire of Odon with its tall, jagged cliff-like riversides and rushing waters just as sharp. The few places of safe crossing answer to either crown directly, and one such port city is known as Daszek, renowned for its scholarship, funded and ruled by House Jackiewicz. 

This city of academic rigor has not one but four universities, and its population dwindles over the summer when students return to familial estates or explore more foreign affairs. Except for one week, during a celebration called the Inventors’ Fair. This summer, however, the student body has expanded after the decree allowing non-aristocrats to attend institutions of higher learning, provided they can afford it or have proved their mettle with grades and auditions. While once only aristocrats studied, they are now joined by a new cohort mostly belonging to the upper classes.

To help orient these droves of new students, the Jackiewiczes put more resources into the Inventors’ Fair than in a typical year. Daszek teems with craftsmen, scholars, and teachers from across the Odonic Empire arriving to show off their wares and research to their counterparts traveling in from the Kingdom. Deals are made between titans of industries, new experiments are displayed, and deeper discussion about the relationship between the workers and their technology both new and old take place at various forums and smaller conferences.

While some of the proletariat have been allowed to participate in the institutions of higher learning, those with the knowledge but not the pedigree are excluded from these conversations and presentations that might affect the future of their work. Though they know the mechanisms and technology best, some can’t afford to get certifications, like Jan and his father, autocar mechanics working Daszek’s outskirts.

After a long morning of tuning vehicles, they both have their shirts wrapped around their waists. Sweat cascades down Jan’s father’s fuzzy front like a babbling waterfall. Meanwhile, Jan’s exertion pools in the grooves of undefined muscles, a body which looks soft but beneath hides work-honed strength. Hot air exchanges one stink for another—bodily odors swapping with the heavy air released from perspiring trees and the evaporating water splashing below. The iron keeping the workshop’s boxy frame aloft captures this heat.

The marshlands to the south offer no reprieve, only mosquitoes, hungry and breeding.

Jan’s father slaps one of the buzzing nuisances, slamming down the fifth and final autocar’s hood. Its black surface glistens like tar. “Sometimes I wish these parasites would bring in their cars more than once a year.”

Jan shrugs as he wipes off the insect guts and polishes the hood once again. The aristocrats who are their steady customers arrive in sleek cars which run on the conversion of self-administered magic to energy. It’s a cleaner form of transport than coal, but its use confers a similar mess over time. All magic leaves a small residue, and the repetition of the vehicle activation builds up. Cleaning and exchanging the battery is a process called tuning, and it’s the bulk of a mechanics’ work.

For Jan and his father’s rough hands, these exchanges aren’t difficult. But neglect breeds problems which settle and fester unless one seeks out solutions. With autocars being the preferred mode of transportation for those who would rather not interact with the proletariat on mass transit, the work was steady. The men’s informal training mattered little in terms of whether they had autocars to work on or not.

“Do you think it’s stinginess or laziness?” Tata asks.

“Stinginess?” Jan knows he’ll have to balance their accounts at the end of the week. But he also has a good memory for patterns and hasn’t noticed anything which would warrant the question.

“See, they could bring their autocars more than once a year, but it’s clear they never do.” Sweat drips onto his thick, black mustache. “Imagine the money we could be making teaching them.”

The window on their office door has empty spaces reserved for certifications they do not have. The perfect time to ask arises. “Tata, I was thinking: perhaps I could get trained in teaching and mechanics? I think it would be good for the business.”

“And then what? I do all the work myself? You want to leave your father alone like that?” He throws his son a flask.

Jan takes a cautious sip. It’s not water. “I’d be studying here, Tata. I can work on the weekends—”

“I’m just being a little sensitive, son. Work is drying up anyway.” He takes the flask back.

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, we can close up shop early. That was the last of today’s appointments.”

Jan purses his lips to one side. “Are you sure?”

“You do our paperwork. You tell me.” There had been no calls for last-minute tune ups. “I’ve also heard from the union that people are traveling less, but what I really think is that they just don’t want to work with people like us anymore.”

“Then let me get a certification, Tata. Then we’ll get new business and—”

“If you want to waste our money on exams, so be it.” Tata grunts. “As if seven generations of business isn’t enough proof that we have the skills.”

This is exactly like Tata. Stubborn to a fault, right for the most part, except for things like longer term planning. “I do; I truly think it’ll be better for us.”

“Will getting a certification fix the fact that aristocrats now take their own trains, far away from what they’re calling the ‘new rich’ and the rats like us?”

“Where are you hearing this?”

“The union!”

Jan never knows what his father means by the union, but there have been no missives sent which suggest anything like what his father says. “You know, if I do get certified, I can probably get a job servicing those trains and keep this business afloat. I won’t abandon you, Tata.”

His father places a wet, meaty hand on Jan’s shoulder. “Let’s put this discussion away. I need a hearty dinner and some rest.”

Tata speaks in an affect that’s much softer than Jan is accustomed to. The last time he sweetened himself in this way, it was because Jan had just lost his best friend, as if, in his duty as a single father, it was his job to play the role of the disciplinarian and the support. He uses that same voice now, with the same promise of physical care to distract from more rooted ills.

“If that’s what you want, Tata.”

They would just be on time for all the other working people making their way home or out to restaurants to eat their midday meal, to get the energy required for the rest of the day. An appetite, however, abandons Jan. His heart thrums in his chest, and it’s not the damp, still air of the workshop constricting his vessels. Closing early sets the next twelve months on the wrong fiscal foot.

Jan tidies up the shop, putting away their tools and oils while his father changes into cleaner, more civil clothing, leaving his soiled shirt and trousers behind on hangers in the back. To get home, they need public transit. Though they typically do not use their own autocar to get to work, Jan should have found it suspicious that in the days leading up to the Inventors’ Fair, Tata would leave their schedule up to the whims of the tram. He’s accustomed to late nights and the flexibility of coming and going whenever.

Luckily, the tramway stop closest to them sits across from the shop in the middle of their quiet street. The summer sun beats relentlessly across Daszek’s cobbled outskirts. Maple trees line the sidewalks, shielding them in shade. There are no spaces for autocars because most of the residents cannot afford vehicles of their own, and the tramway weaving through the city provides more than enough access to most districts and neighborhoods.

After shuttering the shop for the day, Jan and his father wait for the tram, sweat mixing with the healthy layer of engineering muck still slicked across their arms.

And they wait.

And they wait.

And they wait some more.

“It seems we are walking home, son.” As Jan’s father says this, a tram rolls up from around the corner. Its white frame and russet brown body crawls along its rail, pulled along the electric wire suspended high above the street. It stops with a swoosh. They get on, drop the requisite coins for the fare, and home they go.

Several women off to their afternoon shifts sit next to each other, leaning into each other’s fans despite the flat steel petals spinning in metal cages along the ceiling. With the windows open, air at least moves, lifting the humidity and some of the smells. The men don’t dare sit on the shiny resin-coated wooden seats—the sounds of their pants unsticking and the remaining thin layer of moisture cause enough embarrassment.

Their apartment complex lies close enough to Daszek’s Centrum to warrant this commute to the residential outskirts. It takes several stops, long enough to get lost in the hypnagogic hissing left behind by the moving vehicle. Jan rests his head against the thin metal pole, using his knuckles as a pillow. His father stands across from him, resting in the same position. There are those who enjoy reading or chatting on their journeys, but neither mechanic relishes in that distraction. It’s the one time, Jan finds, where he has his mind all to himself, to pluck at meandering thoughts or ignore them altogether.

Despite the earlier argument with Jan’s father, it’s a quiet ride in Jan’s mind.

The tram’s halting stop throws him from his reverie. His legs stumble, and he snatches the pole. He’s taken this route enough to know they’re between stations. He glances at his father, who has furrowed his brows as they wait for some kind of announcement.

The conductor speaks into the public address radio. “Attention, we are being held up by tram traf—”

A mass hits the side of the tram with such force, those seated become unseated, and those standing find themselves slamming face-first into the tram’s windows as the vehicle collapses onto its side. The cables feeding the vehicle energy snap. It shrieks off its rails. Jan flies, falling on top of his father, his elbows driving into the older man’s back. In the cacophony of the tram derailment—the shouting, the scratching of metal against pavement—Jan doesn’t see what became of his father’s face. Blood stains the glass. His father does not move.

Head throbbing, Jan rolls himself off his father. The conductor emerges from his station and dashes through the tram, hopping over tangled bodies to get to the emergency hatch. He shoves it open. Passengers leave. Jan helps the conductor get others out before he secures his own exit.

He leaps off the top, only to find the other passengers lying in slaughtered heaps. Arms lay far from their crushed torsos, splayed like meat at a butcher’s shop. Blood seeps into the urban streets’ grooves.

Jan does not get the chance to wonder what hit the tram so hard as to cause a derailment and why he hadn’t heard panicked sounds of violence. Large hands grip the top of his head and his shoulders. The vertebrae holding his skull snap. Four more hands curl around his limbs, tearing them off.

He dies before he can realize that the thing severing his head was neither human nor beast, but something else entirely.








  
  

ONE


Five Months Later; Winter 1917





I.


Her Highness Gita Iwanowicz’s erotic yowling interrupts Sasza’s morning coffee. He chokes on the bitter beverage, brown drops dirtying the luxurious parchment upon which the imperial aristocracy prefers to send their weeks’ ignored correspondences. The bed’s thudding against the ceiling had been distracting enough, but it’s a sound muffled by the rest of their two-bedroom townhouse. The Czarnolaski residence is a solitary structure separated from the main structure of the Imperial Palace by several kilometers of lawns, trees, and a large pond. The only way to get into the Imperial Grounds’ main boulevard is up the cobbled driveway. They have no servants or staff, so Sasza is the only other body to hear it and be bothered. 

Moreover, the problem with the shouting isn’t that Her Highness engages in intercourse and that she wants everyone within hearing distance to know it.

The problem is that the man groin-deep in the empress is not the emperor, but Sasza’s father, Władysław Czarnolaski, the Imperial Magician.

No one quite knows what the role of Imperial Magician entails. It was a new position carved out for a man whose well-woven connections got himself and his son into the Iwanowiczes’ good graces. It had been years, however, since Władysław had taken one of his allies to his bed chambers. More often than not, it had gotten him in trouble. In those earlier trysts, Władysław only had himself to worry about. It seems he doesn’t worry for his offspring anymore.

Lucky for the safety of their status and security, Sasza had already been laying the groundwork for functioning as a more disciplined Imperial Magician. Most of Władysław’s correspondences have already been handled by Sasza, especially after the tragedy during the summer’s Inventors’ Fair known as the Jackiewicz Incident. The Jackiewiczes took blame for the attack. Their defenses were unprepared; to stave off the unseen foe, they unleashed a fiery torrent upon Daszek’s streets, incinerating all who got caught up in the infernal maelstrom. To their merit, they had also taken responsibility for recovery efforts, including reparations to the city itself and for those who had lost loved ones.

Sasza has been asking for weeks on their behalf if the upcoming Winter Solstice Ball can collect donations to honor lives lost and Daszek’s reconstruction. He feels guilty for not having been there; he declined the invitation to attend the Inventors’ Fair, but in hindsight, he might not have made it out alive. Regardless of the regret, the emperor could at least address the simple request, but he hasn’t. Sasza has tried to garner support for a more thorough investigation, using Władysław’s pens and the Czarnolaski seal. None came. 

On his own, he gathered the phrase “Abyssal Flock” and a list of suspected dissidents, most of whom had never even been near Daszek. He suspects his father might know something, but Sasza has never mustered the courage to ask, lest it be taken as an accusation of treason.

Władysław bellows, a man gasping in the throes of that little death. Sasza drags his hands through his hair white as silver snow, hoping the silencing ward he had placed upon the house remains. Casting a spell to dampen all sound coming from their residence is asking a lot of Sasza.

Not only does it require a lot of magical energy, but it also requires him to reach deep into his knowledge of the protolanguage’s vocabulary, which not only binds together the languages of the Vampire States, the Odonic Empire, and the Kingdom of Waza, but acts as magic’s catalyst. Hardly spoken aside from contemporary cognates, its syllables and word segments are used only in casting. The more complicated the spell, the more linguistic manipulation it needs. Warding a singular room to make it silent to those beyond it, for example, takes a single thought and a snap from an experienced magician like Sasza. But entire buildings require more syllables, more gestures, and greater intention.

His third cup of coffee does not summon the focus he spent.

A third cigarette, however, might. As he lights the stick, the wooden clock hanging opposite the massive, old stove announces the top of the hour. The upstairs noises stop. Sasza sighs, but what for, he’s uncertain. It’s not disappointment, though that has certainly been his recent sentiment towards his father. It’s not relief, though the quiet is welcome. It’s a breath withheld, a promise of words to be spoken once the oxygen, nicotine, and caffeine settle into his mind’s grooves. This bitter cocktail should calm his heart, which does not want to slow down.

He hopes Władysław told Empress Gita that her own daughter, Świetlana, is on her way for a breakfast time meeting with Sasza.

The last thing he wants is for his father’s incompetence as the Emperor’s magician to compound the incompetence of the spoiled ruler. That would make people suspicious of their roles and lead to the dissolution of the power, privilege, and comfort they had built for themselves among the Odonic elite. Some buffer exists as Władysław is quite infamous already for being a charlatan in his social spheres.

If Władysław’s political foundation crumbles, people might learn the truth: two vampires have infiltrated the zenith of Odonic Imperial society. This is dangerous, especially in a climate where aristocrats still wounded from the last civil war among humans now want to start one with the vampires.

At least, that’s what some of these letters from Lady Bianka Lewoński seem to suggest. It’s ahistorical; the vampires have never been an enemy of the Empire, not even when they fought for their own autonomous zones and won. Sasza needs to discuss these warmongering ravings with Lady Świetlana. What he wants to avoid is having to quell the inevitable outburst at discovering her mother’s infidelity.

Sasza takes a drag, the smoke pluming around him. It matches the sharp, burnt taste of most other human consumables. But unlike coffee or alcohol which require vast quantities to have the same effect on vampires, the nicotine found within the tobacco provides the right amount of clarity.

After some shuffling upstairs, Władysław Czarnolaski graces the kitchen with his presence. His gray, aged hair stands as if struck by lightning, no doubt the work of their cold-weather sheets and the dry, wintry air. Bruises pepper both sides of his neck and the bit of his chest uncovered by a loose, white shirt. Sasza barely catches a glance of Empress Gita as she sneaks out the front door, rushing to return to the palace before her husband notices her absence. He won’t, for Emperor Iwan starts his days earlier than most others for unknown reasons, and the imperial mansion has plenty of servants’ entrances and hidden quarters.

“Father,” Sasza says, disapprovingly. At twenty-three, he’s old enough to be a father himself. But without preparation or warning, he’s been playing the role of disciplinary parent to a grown man over-indulging in his own infamous debauchery.

Władysław wets his hand at the sink and smooths his thinning, silvery mop against his scalp. “Sasza, I didn’t think you’d be back yet.”

Sasza struggles to keep his face steady. His father knows that Sasza always returns from his excursions at the work week’s start, either the night before or in the early pre-dawn hours. He goes on these quarterly retreats to Castle Wanda, the nearest Vampire State, under a pseudonym, to give himself at least a few days’ reprieve from hunting at night like an animal. Had his father stopped paying attention to anything that wasn’t the imperial pussy?

“I returned late last night, as always,” he says, tempering the annoyance with more smoke.

Władysław’s amber eyes, hooded like Sasza’s, catch on the pile of letters next to the coffee cup. “Did you read those already?”

“Yes.”

Władysław raises a brow. “Hm, much appreciated, son. I’ve answered a few but didn’t realize there were quite so many.”

It’s a lie. He knows full well the missives he receives—the way he avoids answering the Jackiewiczes or anyone else investigating the Incident is deliberate. With the clock counting down to Lady Świetlana’s visit, Sasza cannot ask about it.

“More come every day, Father. I don’t know if you’ve seen a calendar, but the solstice approaches, and it seems most aristocrats are preparing for the end of the year and its ball.” This party planning has been Lady Świetlana’s big project for weeks now. It’s a duty more than anything; she hates attending these social gatherings, but it’s the task delegated to Iwanowicz children for generations now.

“Gita tells me she’s excited for what Świetlana has planned in terms of the theme. She’s quite good at keeping a budget.”

“Oh, I see we’re referring to Her Highness by her first name.” Sasza isn’t even sure he’s heard the emperor call his wife by her unobstructed first name, which might be part of Władysław’s temptation.

“I am. You are not.”

Sasza wouldn’t dare. “Lady Świetlana tells me there’s going to be an announcement at the ball. Has Her Highness Gita mentioned anything about it?”

Władysław pours himself some coffee from the kettle. “What would there be to announce, my dear child? That there is absolutely nothing to worry about?”

If Władysław had been reading his own correspondences, then he’d know there is plenty to be concerned with. “I suppose you’re right.” Sasza puts out his cigarette in the dregs of his last coffee. He grabs stamped envelopes from the side—responses ready to be sent. “After you freshen up, Father, you should bring these—”

Knocks come at the front door—the time says it’s too soon for Świetlana’s arrival. Sasza bristles. Someone must have seen Her Highness Gita leave the townhouse. Someone must be checking in on them, ready to arrest them as spies and beasts due to the discovery of the ill-conceived affair. Their days in the Imperial Court are numbered.

When his father doesn’t move, Sasza rises from the table and goes to address the surprise visitor. Of the two of them, he’s the more powerful, especially with the feeding he did while away. The Vampire States have an entire industry around blood harvesting and a thriving restaurant culture that has perfected its preparation. It doesn’t have to come from the living if he doesn’t want it to; the effect is the same and keeps him sated for as long. His blood tingles with restoration, sharpening his senses. As he approaches the front entrance, however, he relaxes when a familiar scent hits his nose.

“Good morning, Sasza.” Her Highness Lady Świetlana has shown up uncharacteristically early. She has her black hair pulled back into a high tail, strands tucked away from her face. She’s donned a blazer and trousers—the absence of a coat indicates she took an autocar, rather than trudging across the frozen imperial grounds and leaving herself vulnerable to the wintery elements. “Is it still a good time for our weekly breakfast?”

“Of course.” The clock had not yet called its lesser bell for the half-hour. A sharp, icy wind kisses his cheek. The temperatures had fallen drastically overnight.

“Did you forget? You look like you have just awakened.”

His trips are the kinds of holidays that require their own post-travel holiday. Sleep eludes him, as does his own schedule and any sense of time’s passing. He clears his claggy throat. “Oh, it’s nothing. You know how difficult it can be to return to normal life after leave. Would you like me to get changed?” He has not had a chance to change out of the unstructured, over-sized sweater and slacks he considers his house clothes.

“We have no appointments with my father today, so be as comfortable as you want to be.” She shivers, and Sasza ushers her inside. Lady Świetlana notices Władysław. “Good morning, Lord Czarnolaski. And how was your weekend?”

Sasza cannot read the soft expression her gently painted lips and thick, manicured brows maintain. If she knows her mother had just been in that house, she doesn’t show it.

What also helps is that Władysław had quickly changed into a sweater that covers his neck. “Oh, it was splendid, Your Highness. I was able to catch up on some work.” Władysław blocks Świetlana’s view of the kitchen and the papers strewn about the table where Sasza had left them.

“Since it is quite chilly outside, perhaps we can meet in the salon?” Sasza proposes as he closes the door. It’s the smallest room in the house, with its windows reinforced to keep the hearth’s heat in.

“I’m fine with just the kitchen, if that’s alright with you.” Lady Świetlana crouches to remove her boots.

“Perfectly fine with me. Did you walk over here?”

“Oh, heavens no. A valet brought me because it’s cold and I woke up late.”

Just as Sasza suspected. She tends to take her tardiness and transform it into punctuality regardless of the presence of time pieces.

“Speaking of autocars,” Władysław says as he puts on his own thick coat and warmer shoes. “Son, I am going to bring the car in for servicing, and then I’m gone the rest of the day. Do you need anything from Centrum?”

This surprises Sasza. Though he typically cannot trust his father to maintain the errands list, Sasza is still too exhausted from his travels to make it himself, much less to execute the tasks listed. He’s sure there’s some novelty he might want his father to purchase at the Centrum’s shops and markets, but his mind draws a blank.

“That won’t be necessary, Father,” he says.

“I will see you tonight, then. Have a good day.” Władysław pauses. “You too, Your Highness.” He throws his too-large winter coat on his lanky frame and exits with the tail trailing behind.

Świetlana gives him a tender wave as the door slams.

“Can I get you some coffee, Your Highness?” Sasza asks.

“If it’s still warm, yes please. I ate breakfast before leaving.”

He hadn’t even considered that he would have to host her with food; it’s lucky for him that it’s not a relevant concern. Their scant pantry hides behind an always-closed door in the kitchen. Whenever they need to borrow a housekeeper from the palace, Sasza pays them handsomely to keep their clients’ strangeness a secret.

The kitchen table with Sasza’s work still on it sits pressed against the wall, beneath a window which hardly gets any sun. Despite winter’s waning daylight, Sasza made sure to slather himself in the oils and lotions to protect his skin from blisters and burns.

Sasza puts the coffee opposite the seat he had claimed for his early-morning reading.

“Thank you so much; this is perfect.” Świetlana places her dossier next to the mug and takes a long drink. “Sasza, I saw my mother approaching the boulevard as we turned into your driveway. I did not realize she has business with the Imperial Magician.”

Her Highness Lady Świetlana does not betray her demeanor. Her face lacks any hint of concern or ulterior motive. Sasza has been studying under his father for the last eight years, learning more than just spells and diplomacy. He learned the ways people’s faces change when they tell the truth and when they lie. Lady Świetlana insists she’s different, but she really isn’t—just an aristocratic human with the privilege of her station. Moreover, Sasza knows her quirks specifically, having recently completed four years of university together in similar classes and cohorts.

“It was nothing. She was following up on some business on behalf of His Majesty, your father.” He hates to lie to her, but if she’s noticing her mother’s strange comings and goings, that’s another problem. Discretion is abandoning Władysław, it seems. Wordlessly, Sasza makes a note to book an appointment with their family friend, Laurencja. She’ll know what to do, and how to approach him.

“That’s good. There’s enough to worry about.” Lady Świetlana coos after sipping her coffee. “Shall I start with the disappointment first?”

He raises a brow as he takes a seat across from her. “As if you could ever disappoint me, Your Highness.”

“That’s very sweet of you to say, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m disappointed. While you were gone, His Majesty, my father, decided that you cannot be my Imperial Magician as well.”

“You’re right, that is disappointing. Did he say why?”

“Something about me needing my own staff. And about how he admires your recent work.”

“My work?” Sasza wishes he could light up another cigarette, but Lady Świetlana hates it when he smokes around her.

“You’re the one who’s been taking over for your father without anyone asking. There’s been a lot going on. I think my father wants both of you for his advisory.”

“I’ll still be sharing my thornier findings with you.”

“Of course, you will. I don’t think that will ever change.”

He gives her a little smirk. “So, will you be getting any staff? Or remain without?”

“He sent a letter to General Kwiatkowski about it. They said that the auditions for the Emperor’s Chosen are underway—should any of those hopefuls not place, that person will be my Magical Advisor.”

“That seems a simple solution. At least the military training will be there.” The Emperor’s Chosen are, as their name suggests, specifically selected to protect the emperor and his family’s interests. No one truly knows of their affairs—Sasza has tried his hardest to get any intel, but found his searches rejected or coming up empty. He doesn’t understand how training is enough to win loyalty. Even with his years of service to the Empire, he feels no patriotic or personal fondness.

“Indeed. I have no idea who is auditioning, but I suppose those surprises can be fun for someone. Speaking of the military…” She drinks more of her coffee and then jostles through her dossier. Lady Świetlana pulls out a correspondence sealed with leathery orange wax embossed with a lion entangled in vines—the seal of the Minister of the Interior, Bianka Lewońska. “I found this among my father’s missives.”

Sasza jaw twitches. He licks his lips and leans away as if he’s going to read it aloud. The first mention of the phrases “Vermilion Envoy” and “Vampire States” makes him reconsider it. Lewoński is a house whose sum is not worthy of the scoundrels occupying its ranks, especially its most recent head. For someone who lost most of her family in the civil war not two decades ago, Lady Bianka sure has a hankering for violence in order to reverse the Odonic Empire’s slow economic collapse. For someone who should respect those with the decency to stay alive, she takes every opportunity to insult every life that isn’t hers, and everyone’s restraint tends to be too tightly woven to show her anything resembling a consequence or accountability. Her position grants her much security, and unfortunately, the stability of the Odonic Empire rests on her shoulders.

That stability is threatened by the way she advocates for what can only be described as a war for integration. The dozens of Vampire States have been state-sized autonomous zones for centuries since the human-vampire war of vampiric secession in the early days of the Empire. They took to their own keeps and lands, taking the more monstrous vampires, the bestiapiry, along with them. There has been peace between the regions since then.

“Why would she want to integrate the Vampire States?” Sasza asks when he reaches the bottom of the letter.

Lady Świetlana pulls out more letters. “It’s something she’s been begging my father to consider, thinking it’s related to the Jackiewicz Incident.”

Sasza takes the pages from her. More slander against the vampires and bestiapiry. The violence Lady Bianka describes is in retaliation for the attack on the Jackiewicz estate over the summer, but it’s not the terror of two continental powers resolving a dispute through bloodshed—she describes a genocide. She requisitions the weaponry vampires have developed against each other to be wielded by the Odonic Empire’s military, its police, and, in a state of martial law, its citizens. This complete disregard for the living makes Sasaz’s blood simmer.

If he ever feeds on a human again, it will be on Lewońska’s blood.

“We don’t have the resources for another war.” The imperial coffers rely on exploitative labor, especially given the foolish number of restoration projects which have nothing to do with improving the quality of public life. Inflation crushes the working classes, despite the new decree that allows them into higher education, and further magical machination within several industries which has only made economic stability a more distant hope.

It disgusts him that some of the aristocracy see yet another civil war as the only solution, one that will decimate lives in addition to livelihoods.

“I have to talk to Ilya about this.” When Lady Świetlana bristles, Sasza adds, “Not directly, of course.”

“I’m impressed you two even talk about government.”

Warmth spreads across Sasza’s cheeks. “We do! It’s not all…whatever you think it is.” More so than his father, Sasza has not been so subtle about the noncommittal relationship he has with the Finance Minister, Ilya Górniak. He knew him as the peer who secured Władysław a position within Emperor Iwan’s Imperial Council, but it wasn’t until Sasza graduated that he realized just how charming someone who spends his days crunching numbers can be.

Most of it comes down to their shared mistrust of the aristocracy. Sasza and his father came from a Vampire State, albeit an agrarian one. Ilya had worked his way to his position over several decades of scholarship and career strategy. Sasza admires that commitment to cunning.

“I’m just teasing, Sasza.” Lady Świetlana chuckles. “You can bed whoever you want. But I do think it would be good to speak to him. Lewońska will be coming for the ball, so we need to have our arguments prepared. With facts and figures.”

“Of course.” Such logic has rarely ever worked on aristocracy. “I don’t know when I’m seeing him outside the Palace next, but I’ll be sure to bring it up.”

Świetlana’s face lights up. “Your trust never wavers.”

His left cheek twitches in an approximation of a smile. “If that is what you say, Your Highness.”

“It is what I say! Whenever I ask anything of you, you are quick to oblige. I’m saying it’s a good quality to have.”

He nods. The quality is born from professionalism and duty, and nothing else.

They spend the remainder of their time together discussing Sasza’s holiday, how nice it was to leave Korona’s urban hustle and bustle to experience the countryside. How Świetlana wishes one day, she can take such lengthy sabbaticals, instead of staying behind at the Palace (though Sasza doesn’t think a week is long enough a time to be considered a sabbatical).

As their time together tumbles to an end, Sasza checks the bus schedule and that of another adult whose debaucherous distractions are as raucous as his father’s, but who can conduct herself in her questionable affairs and avoid political and personal devastation along the way.

II.


Iwona Ogrodnik is the last-born daughter of an aristocratic family. Because none of that aristocracy had nurtured and cared for her, she took on the last name of the gardeners who taught her the value and joy in work, the satisfaction of diligence, and the connection to the rest of the castle. But such life-giving servitude is not where her fulfillment lay. She wanted to be useful and indispensable, and there is one position in the entire Odonic Empire that guarantees such political security: the Emperor’s Chosen.

In the bowels of the Imperial Military Academy, a fortress whose location is unknown to all except for its directors, Iwona enters the cavernous, torch-lit chamber where her role and fate will be decided. Its ground is recessed into a kind of arena, the floor rough and gravelly, perfect for the ridged soles of Iwona’s issued boots. Iwona has her straight, brown hair tied in a low tail. Fitted armor squeezes against her well-fed muscles. Her clean underclothes—a bodysuit woven from magically-enhanced fibers—slide beneath the metal easily, allowing flexibility and movement. The thick rod of her assigned halberd feels familiar in her hands—it’s been her constant companion for the last two years since she was placed into the Emperor’s Chosen track.

Five years of training and excelling in her classes have granted her an invitation to audition for this elite group.

She would be incorrect in saying she did it alone. Her training partner and best friend, Ute Myśliwska, had a talent for gathering information the two of them otherwise wouldn’t be privy to. She let Iwona know that they should study military strategy, espionage, and diplomacy, in addition to the training regimen. These were the classes of the Emperor’s Chosen track, something kept a secret in the earlier years, but it transforms into an assigned track for the third year and beyond. Iwona only ever focused on herself, improving without seeking help from anyone. It was Ute the social butterfly who used her name and influence as leverage. It wasn’t always necessary—Ute is not so cruel and cunning. In fact, she’s incredibly reliable, and free with her knowledge to those she holds dear.

Ute is how Iwona learned the opponent to be fought—a bestiapir, the other vampire species that doesn’t look human. What they gleaned in their cramming was of the beasts’ agility and their scant regard for their own well-being when fighting. If there was an opposite to the military’s strict discipline and demands for honor, this should be it.

It makes sense to Iwona. The halberd she wields is not one of wood, steel, or some other metal. It is an undead blade crafted out of the remains of bestiapiry, carved with magic to give the wielder the upper hand. It’s a vampiric weapon used to fight other vampires, either human or bestiapir. Typically, vampires regardless of type are defeated via beheading or staking through the heart. In the right hands, however, these weapons can kill any vampire as if human.

If Iwona needs to dispatch a bestiapir to earn her deserved role, so be it.

Her instructor greets Iwona, but her attention lies with Teodora Łukasiewicz, the woman newly appointed the captain of the Ninety-Second Regiment of the Emperor’s Chosen. She wears her sparrow-brown hair coifed up in a wave. The midnight-blue captain’s uniform with its high collar and various patches and medals signifies her rank and accomplishments. She’s not particularly tall, but the heeled, black boots give her the illusion of height and authority. Pink facial scars shine against her pale skin in the low light.

She’s judging this trial, which also makes sense.

Iwona tries not to think how observation will ruin her form—when it comes to battle, aesthetic performance and elegance have not always been her strongest suit. She prefers mechanical efficiency and success in execution, and it’s the preference that has earned high marks in all her classes and trainings. May it serve her in this trial.

She takes a deep breath and watches the two esteemed members of the Empire’s Military climb the stone stairs to the balcony—perfect for spectating, ideal for staying out of danger.

Her instructor shouts a command and twin panels on the opposite side of the arena slide apart. From the chasm rises a cage sized perfectly for the monstrosity held within. Behind those magically-enforced iron bars is a bestiapir. This one has the fluffy, brown fur of a well-groomed, overly large bat. The fan-like ears make it easier to see with sound, while a smushed nose makes it easy with which to smell. Bulging reticulated arms connect to skin flaps perfect for flight, and tiny legs tuck away easily in the air. But it’s more grotesque than simply an enlarged aerial mammal. Its exposed chest has the planes and grooves of a human’s, complete with small, exposed breasts, embraced by stiff human arms. Beneath its pteropine snout is a woman’s elegant jaw. The human parts are the same brown as the bestiapir’s fur.

The horror is within comprehension and is one the Academy only exposes to students they believe can conduct themselves accordingly in its presence. It’s the other common form of bestiapir—the insectoid one Iwona has only ever seen sketches and anatomical charts of—that has her withering in fear.

The bestiapir hums a growl that makes the blood drop into Iwona’s groin. Her stomach clenches with desire, though she tries her best to hide it—some natural urges and reactions cannot be eliminated through training and rigor. She knew that the calls and pheromones cast something like a spell on humans. She never expected it to specifically have this seductive effect on her.

Too late, she pulls her mask over her face. The filtering fabric will not do much for the poisoning already present, but it will prevent further enchantment.

A snap echoes against the chamber’s walls. The iron bars clatter against the ground, freeing the bestiapir. Its large, webbed wings unfurl. They pulse red with the rivers of blood flowing through webbed vessels, growing brighter and more furious with each flap. Winds whip and howl within the room. Iwona raises her halberd, but it does nothing to spare the tender skin around her eyes nor stop her heels from grinding against the stone floor.

The bestiapir shuffles toward her on its uneven limbs, its sharp claws digging up the sand along the arena. Iwona needs that space to fight as well. Hands gripped around her halberd, she dashes towards the bestiapir. A wide arc carries the blade, priming it to slash at the monster’s feet. Iwona hopes to perforate its wings. She fails. It leaps over her, carrying dust and debris which patter against her head. It irritates her throat, but she can’t stop to cough. Years of training taught her the dangers of stillness. Stillness leaves room for error; stillness invites death.

She spins and faces it. The bestiapir opens its human jaw and shrieks, casting that spell. She regrets not taking up Ute’s offer to procure wax which protects the ears from excess noise and auditory magic. There’s no time to dwell on error.

Iwona crouches, holding her weapon at her side. She knows her blood can activate the true potential of her undead halberd. There is no time, not with the beast’s panic and hysteria. Instead, she steps one foot over the other, building up momentum and careening herself into a dervish whirl. The bestiapir stomps over to her. But it gets caught in her blade. Her movements flow like water, splashing against the monster as blood spurts around her. Hunts like these will be messy, but it’s the smell that prods at her focus. The mask does little to protect her. Unctuous and enticing, confusing in its temptation, Iwona does not let it distract her, even with the wetness growing between her legs and the way her tight clothes press against her cunt.

There will be an opportunity to relieve herself later.

It shrieks again, and Iwona trips, losing her breath. Her mouth hangs open. Her tongue goes dry. But she won’t let herself be eliminated.

The beast launches itself above her. She drops low, her halberd poised to strike. With a grunt as fierce as any creature’s, she pushes the halberd into its feminine chest, slicing through muscle, crunching through bone. Her arms tremble from this first time attacking with the intention of taking a life. She pushes it forward, cutting though the bestiapir’s stomach.

Blood slops from the wound, falling thick like uncooked black pudding. The smell of rot and manure makes Iwona gag. To spare herself from vomiting, she shuffles away from the mess. She hops back on her feet and crouches, ready to attack again. But the creature likely won’t be picking itself up anytime soon.

The wound unsettles the compact arrangement of organs kept within its skin. Despite not staking its heart and not activating the blade, Iwona has frozen the bestiapir in death. Its unfurled intestines bathe the air in shit’s humid stench.

The mask does nothing to protect her from that olfactory assault. It makes her head spin and stomach lurch as if to vomit, but she remains composed. The arousal has also abated, leaving her with only a mess and none of the desire.

“Iwona!” Captain Teodora’s crisp voice punctures the disorientation.

Iwona cranes her neck and gives a nod. She’s alive. Exhausted, but alive.

“We’ll have the results for you shortly.”

Deliberation comes quickly. “Teodora and I have reached a verdict,” her instructor shouts. “You, Iwona Ogrodnik, are invited to join the Emperor’s Chosen, for showing prowess with a vampiric weapon and holding your own against a bestiapir. Congratulations!”

Her body holds too much pressure for her to express her excitement. She captures it carefully in her heart, proud in the knowledge that she now outranks the family who functionally abandoned her. She will no longer be beholden to their scrutiny because of her work. She will not be able to divulge any details either. Communication with them is no longer necessary. It’s wonderful.

It's something like freedom.

But she doesn’t want it just for herself. As the instructors come down from their perch, she approaches them and asks, “What of Ute Myśliwska? Is she also one of the Chosen?”

Captain Teodora knits her thick brows together and defers to the instructor.

“Unclear. There are no details at this time.”

Disappointment and confusion sting Iwona’s heart. If all the Chosen auditions are against a bestiapir, of course there’s a chance one might not survive. But Ute proved herself time and again to be as good as Iwona at weapon arts.

Her instructor didn’t declare Ute dead, so Iwona drowns that potential sorrow with the immense pride in winning the only prize she’s ever wanted.

III.


A chance to try out for the Ninety-Second regiment of the Emperor’s Chosen is a dream for all students of the Imperial Military Academy, except for Ute Myśliwska. She holds her large rapier close to her chest. It had been crafted from bestiapir-harvested materials, a necessity for defeating a monster much like its source.

Fear of a different kind has Ute hyperventilating outside the trial chambers. Not the terror of beasts but the psyche-shattering uncertainty of reaching the end of the long road of proving herself on her own terms.

Except such self-validation is not the real reason she had used her family name and their renowned military pedigree to get into the Academy.

Spite against her family’s name had been Iwona’s motivation for her own excellence, and the strict training regimen Ute’s dearest friend maintained infected her own reasoning. In the routine of morning runs followed by classes and ending with evening sparring, the reasoning behind their pursuit of a spot in the Emperor’s Chosen had coalesced into something of a partnership.

Ute’s success also came in a form of cheating. She kept her ears to the ground, catching every possible rumor to help her with exams and trials alike. This one was no exception. The last bit of information she collected suggested that the next round of Emperor’s Chosen missions are happening at such an accelerated timeline that the Ninety-Second Regiment—which Ute should qualify for—won’t even get a private audience with Emperor Iwan Iwanowicz and his family.

She won’t get to see Świetlana again, and this sends her spiraling. The evening before, she sleeps poorly, feeling foolish and crumbling under self-betrayal. Ute doesn’t make mistakes like this, but she also couldn’t confess to Iwona her true intentions with the Chosen. In contrast to Ute’s desire for upward social mobility, Iwona’s has all to do with her own esteem and general dislike of the aristocracy.

Ute put herself through five years of strenuous training and transformation into a perfect imperial weapon for a chance to elevate her social graces and be in Świetlana’s company in the same way the two had been close in lyceum. That second goal now hangs in a balance.

The only way Ute thought she could reclaim that proximity had been via the Military. The weight of the delusion squeezes her heart in a vice. The Emperor’s Chosen is held in high regard for the clandestine way they keep the imperial family safe, but that often means risking their lives on dangerous tasks far away from polite company. If they survive, gratitude comes in the form of private salons and festivities.

But if they die, no one gets to learn why. No thanks. No honor.

Ute would rather risk her life now in the name of a path not isolated from the rest of imperial society than be a casualty to clandestine operations.

She takes a deep breath and straightens. She will not meet the winning conditions of this trial. Despite her collateral achievement of rising above her family’s station, it’s not worth it if her skills mean her exclusion from the imperial inner circle.

Guilt pinches her conscience: she had promised Iwona that they would be in the Chosen together. But Iwona’s pursuit of excellence has such a simple outcome. It does not match the outcome Ute envisions for herself. If she had known sooner, she would have dropped out. But if she dropped out without telling Iwona, Ute wouldn’t be sure if her friend would ever forgive her—the disappointment would be worse than this crushing anxiety.

Given that Iwona likely completed the trial already and only a closed door stands between Ute and her own career progression, there’s no time to confess her real intentions. They can reconnect after the auditions. Ute can apologize then.

The stone doors open, revealing the audition hall. With her body alight with nervousness and ulterior motives, Ute steps inside the familiar space. She bribed other students to get her in because without that preparation, she wouldn’t be able to prove herself. Though nepotism got her into the Academy, she wasn’t going to leave on its coattails. That’s not how these final trials work, and that might be in Ute’s favor, now that she wants nothing to do with the Chosen at all.

The instructor introduces her to the captain of the Ninety-Second Regiment. Ute is polite, but distant. She cannot risk impressing them. After a handshake, they go up some side stairs to a viewing balcony.

She takes a spot on the closest end of the fake arena. To obscure the uncertainty in her face in addition to shielding it, she pulls up the kerchief attached to her armor. Pulling her finger around the seam, she frees her lavender-gray hair from pressing into her cheeks. She breathes in the fresh fabric as the ground on the opposite side of the room comes apart.

A cage carrying what must be a bestiapir emerges from the ground. She got that intel from a bribe several nights prior—it’s no less horrifying in real life. The creature reminds Ute of a bat with its shining ivory fur and membranous wings. Its chest is a human torso, with round, lactating tits dripping creamy milk onto the cage’s floor. Ute can smell the savory, moldy cheese flavor from her side of the room. It disgusts her. She doesn’t want to think of how or why it was captured, but she wants it out of her shared space.

Round, brown humanoid eyes are bloodshot and full of something akin to rage, if such beasts can even feel discrete emotions. Saliva drips from the lower, human half of its face.

Its breaths come heavy, accompanied by mist-like spit. She can sense its negative countenance. What she learned in her hasty research is that people react to bestiapir pheromones differently. It curdles her blood and nausea bubbles up the back of her throat. Ute swallows hard.

Whatever the other reactions are, Ute can manage this one.

Ute’s weapon—called an undead blade—needs fresh blood to activate its full potential. In its crafting, weaponsmiths infuse steel with bestiapir parts in a largely secret procedure. For Ute, this is fine; she has never needed to know the history behind the weapon’s engineering. Her only concern had been its mechanics and the foibles of wielding it.

A hollow, sharpened finger bone jutting from the hilt alongside the blade demands feeding. Ute pierces the softer meat of her left hand’s forearm, thick with scars and calluses. Her blood rolls down the rivulets, entering miniscule chambers along the hilt’s heel, still half-full from the previous night’s final practice session.

With this feeding, the blade’s bone hisses. Its silver-white surface changes to a fierce glow red as a harvest moon. It’s an inhuman weapon meant for monsters, despite being made with human hands.

The bestiapir roars. It punches its clawed hands against the cage’s bars. Though it might be humanizing to think it recognizes its kindred in Ute’s weapon, the more likely reaction is that it hungers for the sustenance bubbling from Ute’s newest wound.

Whether they’re human like the vampire nobility or beastly like this creature, all blood drinkers crave the same thing.

The chains restraining the creature clatter against its enclosure. The cage walls fall, freeing it. The bestiapir bursts forth, limbs flailing and a shriek piercing Ute’s wax-stuffed ears—another preparation tip she gathered as part of her intel. There had been no announcement that the audition had begun.

In its haste, the bestiapir’s claws pull apart the tiles, smashing it to dust. The only defense she has is the speed of her dodging and how well she controls her own body. She sidesteps out of the way. It falls onto its fat belly. The bestiapir’s human arms do nothing to brace the fall.

She takes its distraction and dashes towards the discarded iron grates. Thoughts don’t come fast to her. This ferocity has overwhelmed her rationality and preparedness. Metrics and descriptions can only go so far; nothing she learned on paper made her pulse rush in her ears and her muscle fibers tremble as they do now. Her knuckles strain, holding onto her blade, despite her familiarity and self-made expertise.

The bestiapir hops into the air and turns back to face Ute. It charges again. Ute leaps and slashes her sword in a three-count spell to activate the undead blade’s full ability. These patterned swings unleash a spiral of nigh-invisible tendrils woven from blood—her own blood. Each one whips frenetically at the beast, interrupting its advance and streaking its white fur red. The more successful of the attacks yield plumes of fetid stench.

Ute lands softly on the balls of her feet at the end of the attack sequences. The bestiapir screeches and thrashes, blood popping in chunks from torn wounds like mud. It’s disgusting. It’s the antithesis of natural. It stands in opposition to the tastes of the aristocracy. They don’t perform such violence.

For a brief moment, Ute wonders if she can put it out of its misery. Another sequence of bloody hacks, and the bestiapir would rest forever. Such a succinct execution, however, would guarantee her success, and thus personal disappointment. Iwona’s likely disappointment, however, does not even cross Ute’s mind.

All she cares about is how to fail this audition. She’s shown prowess with the blade, and death might not be necessary for passing.

She thinks about how she can throw this audition. The first thing that comes to mind is an injury, but not one so grievous that the Academy risks the scandal of dead aristocracy. Should she survive, it will be considered a freak accident, not self-sabotage. The perfect cover-up.

The bestiapir swipes a sinewy arm at Ute. She blocks the attack with her narrow sword, using it like a shield. The impact pushes her backward and sends a shudder through her body.

The creature flares its upturned pink nose. It sniffs Ute’s sweat and darts its tongue to taste the rich scent of blood. Its angry eyes identify Ute.

With a gaping mouth of triangular teeth, it dives towards her. She raises her sword again, shuffling to the side to attempt a decapitation. Her arm comes up high enough to reach its maw. She miscalculated the distance.

Fangs and canines tear through her armor, slicing deep into her flesh. Her severed nerves keep a tight grip on her undead blade. The pain is unlike anything she’s experienced, somehow a dull ache and immense pressure stretching her muscles and bones apart. It blocks all thought from her brain, blocking her from accessing the protolanguage and casting a spell—any spell—to free herself.

Perhaps she didn’t deserve to join the Emperor’s Chosen to begin with.

The bestiapir flings its head and body back and forth, dragging Ute’s body through the air with all the structural integrity of a rag doll. Bones within her arm crack and joints snap with each violent throw. The pain and lashing heave vomit up her throat, adding to the streaks of various bodily fluids flying through the air. The keening noise ripping through her ears might belong to her, but she’s unsure.

Other hollow shouts ring through the hall, but they’re far away. Her instructor and the representative from the Emperor’s Chosen might put the beast down to save her. It’d be in their best interests, socially and politically. But the outcome is not for her to determine.

Darkness swallows Ute when her body slams against the ground, snuffing out the pain and the sickness.
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