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        “Sometimes the end is just a beginning.”

        JEAN
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      Chantelle's cold, dead hand slipped into my own like velvet ice.

      “The balcony, Monsieur?”

      “Please, Jean. You know formality makes me feel old, Princess.”

      “Are you not?” she giggled.

      I gave her a narrow-eyed glare.

      In sashaying majesty, she led me out onto the moonlit balcony, a slight breeze stirring the purple silks of her gowns and tousling those flowing, raven locks. Neither the orchestra, nor revellers, noticed our absence, all far too absorbed with their petty pleasures.

      Scattered geranium bushes emitted a faint pomade into the night in wafts of delicious perfume. The fragrance circulated in the evening's air currents mixing with Chantelle's own exquisite scents. She was everything a man could have desired, perfection personified.

      “Come here.” I pulled her close, uncaring of prying eyes. I cared for nothing else, so why should that have mattered.

      “Come here Princess,” she corrected, pressing hidden curves against my body.

      If I could have remembered what happiness felt like, then that moment would have come close, her demure eyelash batting only adding to the allure.

      “Beautiful, is it not, Jean?”

      “Not as beautiful as you,” I said and leaned out over the balustrade. The red waters of the Danube looped their turgid way around the palace perimeter forming a natural barrier to uninvited guests. That was the exact purpose of their design. Nature had never had a say in it.

      “Shall we?” Chantelle purred, as the reinvigorated orchestra drew my attention back from the river. There was only one kind of music for such occasions: Strauss.

      We waltzed in slow circles to the ironic notes of the Blue Danube. I doubted the composer would have generated the same response to his masterpiece if titled red. A searchlight moon shone down from amongst a twinkling eternity, as we twirled across the polished, ebony floor. Could there have been anything better? I very much doubted it. Just because one was dead did not preclude them from appreciating the finer things in life.

      I'd been experiencing the best of life for the last five hundred or so years and unlike some, I'd enjoyed every second. What was there not to have liked? To have wined and dined with those of undeniable breeding, shared tailors with kings and queens, walked along gothic promenades without fear, that was the life, or death, I'd dreamed of. I'd never missed the sunlight and felt it terribly overrated. The sun had given such a false sense of wellbeing to the living. Only in the crystal clarity of a sparkling moon did the true reality of an object shine. The snake was not a slithering, ugly beast, but a sensual, seductive coil of a creature. The bat far outshone the bird for it required none of the adulation that the avian so craved. And the wolf, ah, the wolf, what could one say? To see the grey wolves of old backlit by a hunter's moon was a thing of surreal majesty. In a world of sculpted pleasures; toned to compliment the night; crafted for exuberance, I had walked unhindered. Who was I trying to convince, I hated it all! How I envied the wolves their freedom the one thing I would never possess.

      “Shall we remain out here under the stars, Monsieur?”

      The beautiful French accent of my partner snapped me from my musings.

      “Tell me, Jean, what is your wish?”

      “To be with you.”

      “You can be with me anytime, but in this moment only once.”

      “I can close my eyes and imagine this moment anytime I require.”

      “That is not the same thing and you know it,” she berated. Another batting of those dark lashes caused a brief disturbance in her sparkling, amethyst eyes.

      “No, probably not, but I shall still enjoy doing so.”

      She tilted her head to one side as if it helped her think. “You know, Jean,” she whispered. “With your long, dark hair and those brooding, black eyes, you really are to die for.” Chantelle flicked her hair back and grinned, her elegant, porcelain neck beckoning.

      It was a momentary thing, an uncontrollable urge, as I plunged dagger fangs into flesh, and sucked, and savoured, and drank.

      How long I sated, I did not know, but it was too long. By the time I'd finished, the metallic tang of her blood saturated my tongue, and she was gone. I had taken her past the point of no return where Eternal lust and immortality merged. My lapse shattered the one sacrosanct law of Eternal life, the original sin, the forbidden link to a shameful past: I'd killed Princess Chantelle of The New Europa Alliance, sole daughter of King Rudolph and for the first time in an age, panicked!

      As a rule, I was quite unflappable, after all, what was there to get in a flap about when you were already dead? But killing a princess certainly qualified. So, I kept on dancing, holding Chantelle close, and edged my way past the double doors to the balcony's edge. Twisting our conjoined forms around, I surveyed the merriment within the ballroom: revellers swayed to the orchestration ignorant of all but themselves. A smirk escaped the confines of my lips. Once sure of our privacy, I leapt the rails with my burden. It was a drop of about thirty feet, nothing to such as I, and quickly made my way to the tree-lined riverbank. Clutching Chantelle tight, as a lover might, I again made certain of our solitude. Where my Eternal eyes could not see my senses, scent and hearing, took charge. They all confirmed that there was nobody present but me and my corpse. I waited for an opportune cloud to obscure the moon and then flung her departed form far into the claret waters. Chantelle's limp form hit the surface with an undignified plop, and then slipped away in stages, her raven hair the last to depart as kelp in a wavering sea. I'd have liked to say I was sorry to see her go, but to be honest, I was at best indifferent.

      Retracing my steps to beneath the balcony, I had a sudden epiphany: I could not go back the same way. People were bound to have seen us both step onto the balcony. No, another escape route was required.

      Not wishing to be found outside alone, I spotted some sturdy looking climbing ivy and, in a reversal of parasitic behaviour, scaled it to the top of the palace. I felt no lethargy as I hauled myself up and over a particularly hideous gargoyle to the palace roof, Chantelle's blood had quite reinvigorated me.

      Having always enjoyed a spectacular view, I took a moment to savour my surroundings. It was incredible! Class told, and that most opulent of pleasure domes dripped with it. Positioned with a full view of both mountains and river, the Comte de Burgundy, a clever play on colour as he was certainly of no royal heritage, could keep his vampiric eye on all and sundry. Not that there was anyone to keep an eye on anymore, but I suspected him a tad insecure and it probably aided his sleep. I envied him his home though. If he'd built it for himself, I could neither remember, nor recall witnessing, but it showed him in a finer light than he warranted. I could not stand the little runt, otherwise.

      I meandered across the inclined roof looking for somewhere to gain access to the main halls, when I realised, I'd been revealed.

      “Good evening, Jean,” came the whining voice of Sir Walter Merryweather.

      “Good evening,” I responded with a casual air.

      “Taking a stroll?”

      “No, I am in fact lost. I was looking for the latrine and somehow found myself in front of the wrong kind of pot.”

      “Tee-hee, yes, quite.”

      “And you?”

      “Boredom, as always.”

      “You could get into awful trouble for saying something like that.”

      “I could, but I won't.” He gave me a wink and touched the side of his nose with a green, velvet-gloved finger that perfectly matched the rest of his outer garb.

      “Incredible view.”

      “Always. The Danube is an impressive little stream. I never tire of watching it pulse across the land like some bulging virgin's jugular vein. Ah, those halcyon days,” he added, with a stifled yawn. “Ditched Charlotte, have you?”

      “Chantelle,” I corrected. “And I would rather say I have eluded her cloying overeagerness, for a short while, at least.” I watched Walter closely, but he did not react, and I suspected my secret safe. “Do you wish to return to the ball?” I asked.

      “Not really. I deplore all that showy bravado. My fangs are bigger than your fangs, etcetera, etcetera. Have we really become so melodramatic?”

      “Well, this is the end of the world, or so they say. May as well go out with a flourish.”

      “May as well,” he agreed. “Although, I'd still prefer to be ripping out human throats and sucking up their souls.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “Ah, I forget how young you are.”

      “And I, how old, you.”

      “Losing humanity marked the beginning of my torpor.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Let's just agree we would both find it infinitely preferable to drinking from a bag.”

      “Too true,” I concurred, as he stood to brush the moss from his garish outfit.

      “Right then, let's be off, rejoin the tedium and all that.”

      “After you, I said, gesturing with my hand.” Always smooth under pressure, I smiled to myself and followed him off the roof through a door I hadn't even noticed back to the strains of more Strauss. I didn't expect I'd ever feel the same way about him again. I much preferred Wagner, anyway.

      Merryweather led me through a labyrinthine set of stuffy passages, the purpose of which quite eluded me, before we eventually reappeared in one of the royal boxes that overlooked the twirling throng.

      “Makes you sick, doesn't it, Jean?”

      “What does?”

      “All this.” He spread his arms wide to encompass all the massive ballroom, with no apparent care for who might see him.

      “It provides some entertainment,” I said, whilst wiping a long, dark lock from my eyes.

      “Bah! Entertainment indeed! We have machines that can move mountains, the ability to create near endless resources, yet this is the sum of our achievements, to frolic.” Merryweather slammed one velvet-gloved hand down upon the parapet. I was sure for effect rather than genuine anger.

      Already bored with the fop despite his sudden leanings to rebellion, I decided to take my leave. “I really should be finding the princess before some other dashing Eternal sweeps her away before dawn.”

      “Ah, fancying a midnight dip, are we?”

      “I don't swim.”

      “Who said anything about swimming?”

      “Hmm.” I rolled my eyes at the beaming fool. “Anyway, I must be going.”

      Merryweather regarded me with something akin to suspicion before doffing an imaginary hat. I was dismissed, and I didn't need telling twice. After a quick check below, I jumped the parapet and dropped the rather long distance to the ballroom floor, landing conveniently at the feet of the Marquise de Rhineland and a gaggle of her cronies. It was a pompous title for a pompous woman, but she did have exquisite legs.

      “Ladies,” I said, and gave a mock bow.

      “Ooh, Jean, you're looking particularly delicious tonight. As tall, dark and handsome as ever, I see,” oozed the Marquise. Her ice-blue eyes shimmered in the light of a dozen chandeliers

      “As do you, Marquise.”

      “Oh, Jean, you know to call me Portia.”

      “Sorry, Portia, I sometimes forget myself.”

      “Are you not with the princess?” she asked, which caused her overripe friends to titter.

      “I was, but I suspect I may have upset her. She is punishing me by her absence.”

      “Is it really such a punishment?”

      I leaned in closer, or as close as I could to someone dressed as a trifle, and whispered, “Not really.”

      “Ooh, Jean, you are a very naughty Eternal Lord.”

      “I could be.”

      The glint in her eyes matched the licking of her lips: wanton.

      “Would you like to leave this most boring of balls?”

      The Marquise looked about, as though searching for somebody, before grabbing my hand in her gloved own. She bade a hasty farewell to her compatriots, then languidly led me from the ballroom. Nobody spared us a second glance, all far too advanced in their merrymaking.

      Out through the gold laden double doors, and into a corridor of polished ivory we strolled. That gave me a chance to fake an admiration of some of the more dramatic murals that covered every spare inch of the place: a sure sign of overkill and bad taste. Then, out through the sparkling, crystal palace entrance and onto the grand, marble staircase. Taking a dramatic stance, the Marquise beckoned a footman who had her carriage brought forth post-haste. What drew the carriage, I had no idea, unless it was of horses whose colouring matched that of the night? With no acknowledgement to any of the scurrying servants, she climbed the inlaid tortoiseshell steps into her mobile boudoir and sat with her back to the coachman. I followed, doing my best to avoid standing on her gowns, and took a white, leathered seat opposite.

      “It seems a very long time since I last had you alone like this,” she cooed.

      “It must be the better part of a century, I should imagine,” I replied, whilst straightening the cuffs of my jacket.

      “I see you refuse to submit to the whims of others, ever the rebel.” The Marquise lifted her chin to my jet-black attire.

      “You know me. Old habits die hard.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      If the Marquise was about to further divulge her thoughts, the juddering start to our drive prevented it. In a moment of fang baring brutality, the Marquise bashed twice upon the frame of the carriage and shouted to the coachmen to not jolt her again. The crack in the side panel where fist met wood demonstrated what a facade of decorum she perpetrated. As always, I found it disgusting. Turning back my way, once again angelic, she continued.

      “Have you missed me, Jean?”

      “I've seen you on many occasions. This formulated world is too small to miss someone for too long.”

      “You know what I mean,” she giggled.

      “Not really,” I answered honestly.

      “Hm, playing tough won't work with me. I see through your veneer of disdain.” Moonlight shone through the carriage window and gave a strange look of madness to her eyes as she lent closer.

      “There is no veneer with me. My feelings to this life have not changed for centuries.”

      Sitting back in her seat, I watched the Marquise ponder my words with the look of a child unable to comprehend a question.

      “Do you really hate it so?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “But, why? We have everything our heart's desire and even when we don't we simply create it.”

      “That is exactly why.” I gazed out of the window and watched the dramatic scenery sweep past.

      “You are a most mysterious man,” she chuckled, as she eased her way into the seat beside me. “Beautiful, isn't it,” she purred into my ear.

      “Perhaps, if you like your Alps and Himalayas amalgamated. It just so happens that I prefer the originals.”

      If the Marquise heard me I did not know as her mouth closed about my neck. I squirmed in my seat at the twin pressures she applied, but never enough to break the skin.

      “Now, tell me you still haven't missed me,” words of honeyed silk poured from her mouth.

      “I still haven't missed you,” I breezed, as our mouths met and, for a time at least, I submitted to her as the toy I once was.

      Time and motion blurred together; I suspected the Marquise of having manipulated one or both to her benefit. I wasn't complaining. Her attentions proved a surprising relief from what occurred at the palace. I was of course used to women throwing themselves at me for one reason or another. However, having two quite so powerful ones do so in the same night was a new experience altogether. The first new experience in longer than I cared to remember.
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      I'd barely buttoned my trousers, when the carriage came to a shuddering stop. Flung head first into the Marquise's corsets, I was most disgruntled to be found in said position by the attentive coachman. If he thought it odd, he didn't show it, as the Marquise let out a most undignified growl from the back of her throat. I uncoupled myself, strolled from the carriage, offering my hand to the Marquise en route, and viewed our destination.

      “Very impressive, Marquise.” I looked the fairytale castle up and down. “White marble?”

      “If you call me Marquise once more, I shall rip out your tongue,” she hissed. “And no, it is actually polished ivory.”

      “That's an awful lot of elephants to have perished for one's pleasure.”

      “Always the joker! Anyway, I'm a little sick of the sight of it, in truth. I may have it remade in jade. I think that should look sufficiently different to the norm.”

      “Is there such a thing?” I replied.

      She just sneered and led me onto a moving stairway; a lazy entrance to a lazy life that somewhat distracted from the overall effect of the place. A barrage of servants appeared as if from nowhere, relieved the Marquise of her excess outerwear, then bade a hasty retreat.

      “I see you still rule your home with an iron fist, Mar… Portia.”

      “There is no other way, Jean. I work on the principle that if I treat everybody with the same lack of respect, those that deserve it will get the message, whilst those that don't will at best complain.” The accompanying fanged smirk did nothing to encourage my acknowledgement of her methods. Not that it was asked for.

      “May I ask where we are headed at this time of oncoming daylight?” I enquired, with as much disinterest as I could muster.

      “Why, the view of course. You didn't think I had this castle built especially for the sentimental value, did you?”

      “I was under the impression your husband was the one who'd had it built.”

      “He likes to think so, Jean. But, we all know men have no real ideas of their own.”

      I had a sudden desire to strike Portia's head from her arrogant shoulders. The Marquise shuddered as the thought showed in the flash of my eyes. But, as her standing decreed, she soon recovered, and continued her tottering passage through the brilliant white halls of her home. I walked behind and to the right of her mostly so that I didn't have to look at her face, I was already quite bored with her, also so she was dawn side of me. I much preferred the Marquise to experience the sun first if it appeared during her showing off.

      After a seemingly endless walk of which I even started to whistle to communicate my boredom, the Marquise stood before a pair of the longest, red-velvet curtains I'd ever seen. She paused, licked her lips, and then threw the drapes aside with a flourish.

      The reflex to pull back from my feared doom was hard to resist, but I presumed even as big an imbecile as the Marquise would neglect to kill herself off so readily, so stood my ground. I think she was impressed to see me there, when others would, and probably had, fled.

      “So?”

      “So what?” I replied, not wishing to add to her delusions of grandeur.

      “Is it not the most beautiful sight?” She pointed across a valley of staggering depth to something in the distance.

      I stepped closer, trying to retain my nonchalant air, but couldn't help letting my inquisitive side show. There was a palace of sorts, difficult to be certain of, but something ancient and rather spectacular. Of that fact, I was sure.

      “It is Shangri-La, Jean, I've had it moved here. I knew you'd appreciate its majesty.”

      I shook my head in disgust, turned my back to the pompous fool, and made my way up to the bedchambers. It would be a long day before I could be rid of the woman.
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      I unlocked the Marquise's elaborate coffin, a throwback to an ancient past, although necessary, stretched and then stepped out into the soothing comfort of darkness. The ornate lock was positioned on the inside cavity, a particularly clever touch, if unneeded, which prevented me locking the infuriating woman inside. Instead, I settled for stealth and closed the lid in silence. I didn't expect the Marquise to awaken anytime soon, but had no inclination to take the risk. I'd always been an early riser, or was it late, either way, I vacated her most private place.

      The woman, though tedious, did possess style. The sheer gigantic nature of the coffin, easily big enough to hold a double bed with room for movement, showed she was not all idiocy, just mostly.

      Like all our kind, instinct decreed when the sun had set. But, I still peeped around the heavy, velour curtains with a degree of trepidation. Evening had come.

      The Marquise slept with her windows thrown open and I savoured the mountain air it was so much fresher, so less clouded by stagnation and death at such heights than at ground level. In some respects, I wished I could have remained, but I knew it should bore me after…well, straightaway.

      I collected my clothes from where I'd tossed them and was about to set off in pursuit of blood when the coffin lid hinged open and the Marquise rose from her bed.

      “Leaving so soon?”

      “Well, despite the fact you haven't revealed the whereabouts of the Marquis, I was off in pursuit of a drink.”

      “Are you so desperate for it?” she said, whilst stifling a yawn.

      Her lack of modesty disgusted me, as she sauntered her overly curvy way towards me. “Yes, I haven't feasted since…” I curtailed my explanation of when I last drank. “I can't remember when, actually. Long enough though.”

      “Well, I shall come too. I think I'd best keep my eye on you. I wouldn't want you to stumble into my husband. It could end badly for him and I do so enjoy his wealth.”

      I turned away before she could see how I despised her, and walked off with purpose, whilst she shouted and blustered in her attempts to dress.

      By the time she caught up, I had already sniffed out the plasma supply and found a rather fine crystal glass to pour it into; false blood always tasted so much better from a quality drinking utensil. The Marquise attempted to look unflustered by my attitude as she ungracefully glided into the room. The fact her skirts flapped behind her like peacock feathers in a breeze showed that in truth she had rushed. Probably afraid I would leave her to her own devices.

      “I see you found it, Jean.”

      “Indeed. Would you like some?” I offered her a glass which she took and attempted to drink without the blood staining her face: she failed miserably. How our ancient forbearers would have despaired if they could have seen us drinking that way.

      “Shall you accompany me to the Comte de Burgundy's Halloween Ball?” The Marquise batted eyelashes piled with clots of mascara.

      “I wasn't aware he was having one.”

      “He's having them all week. Some sort of ongoing celebration for someone or other.”

      “Doesn't he always?”

      “This particular one is Halloween themed.”

      “It was All Hallows' over a month ago, at least, I think it was? I lose track of time and the old celebrations.”

      The Marquise leant in close, or as close as her bustle allowed, and whispered, “It's just an excuse to dress up. I'm going as a wicked witch. What shall you be going as?”

      “Why, me of course!”
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      The return journey to the Comte's palace passed without event. I was in no mood for the Marquise's attentions. Her obstinate refusal to explain her husband's whereabouts only further annoyed.

      I contented myself in watching the desolate mountains slip past the carriage windows as we descended from whatever great height we had formerly risen. The repositioning of the Marquise's home without prior consultation had been most unwelcome. It really was bad manners!

      “Oh, Jean, you're such a sourpuss. What's going on in that marvellous mind of yours? Why must you always be so troubled?”

      “I like to be troubled. Somebody has to make the effort.”

      “That's just the point, dear boy, nobody has to make the effort.”

      By reflex, I balled my fists at her whining, causing my black, leather gloves to creak in pain. If the Marquise noticed, she didn't let it show, instead, choosing to stare out of the opposite window in statuesque fashion. I didn't care, I had the better view.

      After an inordinate amount of wasted time we reached the flat of the land and I, at last, looked upon my hostess. She noticed immediately.

      “I knew you couldn't stay mad at me for long. You've being itching to look at my costume, haven't you?”

      I looked her up and down once, then again. “I didn't realise you were wearing one.”

      “Oh, ha, ha, funny man!” The Marquise pouted from behind her pointy nosed mask. “I shall be the belle of the ball. All shall bow before the magnificence of my outfit. Look, I even have a broom.”

      “I thought you off to do some cleaning.”

      “I haven't spent the last several thousand years not cleaning to suddenly do so.” She snorted like a pig and folded her arms across her ample bosom.

      “I'd no idea you were so old?” I said, in a purposeful effort to annoy and hopefully be thrown from the carriage. Sadly, it did not work. She actually found it funny and giggled like a little girl.

      “Oh, Jean, you are naughty. You know very well that everyone shall have their eyes on me. Does it make you feel special to know you are my chosen Eternal? I expect Princess Charlotte will be seething when she finds out.”

      “It's Chantelle, and she shan't be bothered in the least.”

      “Are you so sure?”

      “Very.”

      “Hmm, we'll see?”

      I had an irresistible urge to explain exactly why she wouldn't, but didn't.

      With a great sense of personal relief, we passed the gargoyle crowned entrance gates of the Comte's grand driveway. As with all of his kind it was unnecessarily long. A compensatory measure according to a mutual female acquaintance. By the time we reached the palace entrance, I was quite beside myself with loathing for the wicked witch of the Rhineland. So, hoping to lose her, I jumped out of the carriage before it drew to a halt. I was about to rush up the marble stairs when a ghost accosted me.

      “And where do you think you're scurrying off to?”

      “I was desperate for the latrine if you must know, Merryweather.” Nobody else had such a whining voice as he. Even with a large, white sheet draped over him with nothing but two eyeholes cut out of it, he was instantly recognisable.

      “You're always but always in need of toiletry facilities. Do I unnerve you, Jean?”

      “It would be polite of me to say no, but I'm not known for my manners, am I?”

      “Touché. At last, amidst all this decadence, I have met a man of interest.”

      “Stop being so melodramatic, Walter, you've known me for centuries.”

      “Have I, Jean? Have I?” Merryweather made a mock bow, the sheet riding up to show his choice of red-velvet garb this evening instead of his usual green, then scooted off up the stairs as the wicked witch exited the carriage.

      “Who were you talking to, Jean?”

      “I'm not sure, some spectre from the past.”

      The Marquise was oblivious to my answer as her eyes scanned the hordes of guests. Like a plague of multicoloured locusts the palace was infested with the undead elite.

      “Come on,” she said, taking a firm hold of my proffered arm. The Marquise fairly dragged me up the staircase, whilst waving her broom to all and sundry.

      We entered the palace and joined the throng of people who pushed and shoved their ways along the main corridor. Such an array of costumes and facial masks was there that I alone remained revealed to the masses.

      Wondering what on earth I'd got myself into, I used my lack of disguise to reveal my exact feelings at the logjam. Reversing the Marquise's dragging hold, I growled and sneered our way through the masses until we stood before the ballroom doors. Not giving the panting witch chance to settle, a quick scowl to the guards and we were in.

      I felt the Marquise's talon-like nails dig into my arm. The pressure grew through the black leather of my ankle length coat. It did not take a costume specialist to see she, and her wicked witch alter ego, had been well and truly outclassed. A veritable cornucopia of mythological, and somewhat more dubious looking creatures, paraded around the room.

      “I am not a happy woman,” growled the Marquise under her breath, just as some sort of faerie glided over to us in a shimmering mirage of a dress.

      “Good evening, Jean,” she breathed.

      “Good evening,” I replied, without any idea as to whom I addressed.

      “Good evening, Portia.”

      Her words were like cherry blossom twirling in a midnight breeze, soft and exotic. The faerie bowed, her slivered eye openings the only compromise in protecting her desired anonymity.

      “How did you know it was me?” spat the Marquise.

      “Your accessories,” grinned the faerie emerald eyes blazing from behind her ornate mask.

      The Marquise looked to her broom, and then realising her stupidity, to me. I could feel the burn from beneath her masked face. Particularly impressive it was too for a stone-cold undead.

      “I think I shall mingle for a while. If neither of you object that is?”

      I bowed to the Marquise as she jostled past the faerie into the milling crowd.

      “Ah, I have you all to myself. Would you like some air?” the faerie inquired.

      “Thank God,” I replied. “I thought I was stuck here for good.”

      I sensed a smile behind the kaleidoscopic mask and allowed myself to be drawn from the petting zoo. This should have been an awkward task due to the general melee of frolicking partygoers, but the crowds backed away as though we were lepers. I put it down to being generally disliked by all bar a few of the Hierarchy that frequented such gatherings.

      I'd never set out to endear myself to anybody that I didn't like and felt even less reason to do so for those I did. I was what I was, went where I went, and did what I did. But that didn't change the fact I was more than a little perturbed by just how much of a cold shoulder I was shown.

      I said nothing to my mystery guide, as she breezed through the ensemble towing me in her elegant wake. She led us from the ballroom, which I noted had a new ceiling depicting pagan times, devils and all, very appropriate to the occasion, and out onto the same balcony of my former misadventure. The faerie glided over to the railings, where she stopped and stared out into the darkness. Partial darkness would have been more accurate thanks to the random bonfires that burned for no seeming purpose all around the grounds. Someone had decided on varicoloured flames, which I felt most unnecessary. The whole effect was, as usual, spectacular, and totally pointless.

      My companion gazed towards the Danube for many minutes. I knew that for a certainty as I gazed at her magnificent form for equal length. She may have sensed my lascivious eye upon her, as she eventually turned and tucked her great, lace wings into her arching back. She was of quite staggeringly good stock. The moulding of the dress over her luxurious frame only enhanced her physical appeal although I wondered what lay beneath the mask more so.

      “I like your costume,” I blurted.

      “Why, thank you,” she said after a slight pause.

      “I think you may have every chance of winning the best dressed. I've no reason to doubt there'll be one, as there always is.” I rolled my eyes with exasperation.

      “I will win it,” she said, very matter-of-fact for a woman of such obvious good taste.

      “You're very confident,” I replied.

      “Well, I will. It's all arranged.” I felt quite the co-conspirator as she touched her mask's elongated beak.

      “By whom?”

      “My father.”

      “The Comte!” I fairly choked. “I didn't know he had any daughters.”

      She laughed out loud at this seemingly ludicrous statement and lent out into the cool night air. Her actions made me imagine a time where so beautiful a creature's breath would have danced in the chill air. However, those times had long since passed. No earthly resident had warm breath anymore and hadn't had for centuries. But one could still imagine.

      I was about to say more when the house orchestra struck up the tones of Night on Bald Mountain.

      “Oh, no, not Mussorgsky!” she all but yelled. Let's get out of here. And before I had chance to argue, she'd hopped over the rails and vanished down the grounds. A quick look back to the revelry, and then I followed. I'd have loved to say we went unnoticed, but a myriad pairs of eyes were well and truly upon us, or rather me.

      I landed to one side of a gorse bush and noted to look first next time, then made hasty pursuit after the winsome creature. She had alighted on the riverbank and was watching the undulating waters chug past.

      “You never said how the Comte had fixed your triumph?” I breezed.

      “Comte! That idiot couldn't arrange his own socks onto his feet never mind my so-called costumed triumph.”

      “I see, so you aren't the Comte's daughter then. May I ask who has arranged your impending victory?”

      “King Rudolph, of course.”

      I wasn't a man prone to irrational outbursts but the desire to scream almost overcame me. How had Chantelle survived my bite, and why was she acting so sweet after I'd manhandled her to a Danube burial? My fangs chattered against my lower teeth. For once in my life, I had no idea what to do or say.

      “Hello, one and all,” came the last voice I wished to hear.

      “Hello back,” returned the faerie. She was coolness personified for someone who I'd not long since tried to dispose of.

      “Merryweather,” I grumbled. “What do you want?”

      “Well, I was thinking of haunting you both but decided it was too tedious. It's easier to just chat.” With a flourish, the ghost drifted past a line of imitation rhododendron bushes and removed its sheet covering to reveal the blond haired idiot that was Sir Walter Merryweather. “Good God, Jean, you look like you've seen a ghost!”

      I remained impassive as Merryweather struck up an immediate accord with the figure he simply called his darling faerie. Simmering to one side, I fought back the urge to kill, once and for all, the pair of them. Particularly Merryweather though, I would hasten to add.

      I was saved by the strains of Stravinsky's Firebird, an apparent favourite of the Britannian's. The dandy made an immediate excuse, reapplied his masterful disguise by tossing the sheet back over his head, and left us as we were.

      “Did I sense hostility between yourself and dear old Walter?”

      “I'd rather not comment,” I snarled.

      “Why?”

      “On account of doing something others would regret.”

      “Do you do such things often?” The faerie advanced in mock, creeping fashion.

      “Only when the need arises. I really don't know what you see in him though.”

      “I don't see anything, you silly boy.”

      I was a little nonplussed at being called a boy. That was one thing I hadn't been for half a millennium.

      “Walter has my father's ear, that's all. It never does to get on his wrong side. Walter has a way of making things occur if you do not play along with him, or so I'm told.”

      I marvelled at how the woman could talk as though nothing had happened. Eternals do not feel bitterness in the same way as humans used to on account of the lack of soul, but even so, I had almost killed her.

      I concluded that I should just come out and apologise for the previous evening, when a shout of, “Linka!” from the distant balcony drew both our attentions.

      “Ah, so much for the mystery of the mask,” said the faerie. “I am beckoned by he who must be obeyed.” She made a false noose action and pretended to hang herself.

      The action was quite lost on me as I was in a tailspin towards insanity. I had even less idea who I was talking to now that I knew the woman's name than I did before I thought her Chantelle.

      The faerie now known as Linka put her right hand against my cheek and slowly withdrew her mask with her left. I was awestruck. She was easily the most beautiful girl I had ever seen and certainly not in full womanhood. Her emerald eyes shone with youthful exuberance. She appeared untainted by man even though an obvious draw. A perfect specimen, ethereal, a wisp of rose petals in the eye of a hurricane; I was beguiled. Her touch, soft and gentle, almost melted the rock that was my heart.

      “I have to go now, Jean. Will you come, too? I should love to have you as my escort for the evening. Plus, if there's a secondary competition for most raven-like companion, I might win twice.”

      “I would love to,” I stammered, despite her mockery. “But, Linka, if that is your name, I thought I knew everybody left in this sick world, all those of importance anyway. But, my dear, I do not know you. I beg of thee, who are you?”

      The girl leaned in close, put her lips to my ear and whispered, “I am Linka, King Rudolph's youngest daughter, sister of Chantelle and the hidden gem of The New Europa Alliance, or so my father says. Does that clear things up for you?” She then kissed my lifeless cheek, turned, and glided away between the flickering light of the bonfires. The scent of spring went with her and left me desolate and alone.

      I thought she giggled as she made her way back to the masquerade ball, but it might as easily have been Chantelle sniggering from beneath the Danube that unctuous river of blood.
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      Linka swept into the ballroom like a breath of fresh air, whilst I lingered on the balcony a dark pollutant. The masked guests parted before her, which allayed my earlier paranoia, until she came to a halt in the middle of the arena. There she swivelled in the fashion of a spinning top and presented her arm. The masked ensemble all looked my way.

      I'd never been one for undue attention, so that corridor of guests caused a degree of trepidation, but only a degree. I took one large gulp of night air, removed my coat, folded it over the balcony rail, and then strode into the ballroom. Head held back, black, silk shirt billowing about my arms, I stood out amidst the glamour like a brooding shadow. My silver cross, the one keepsake from before my parents' deaths, slapped against the bare skin of my chest. It was a deliberate act of rebellion against those who so abhorred the symbol even if I didn't fully appreciate why. Reflecting the candlelight like a star the necklace provided a sense of empowerment over the masses as they gasped and groaned. What could they say? What could they do? Nothing. After all, I was about to dance with a princess for the second time in twenty-four hours.

      “My lady,” I said on approach and bowed to my hostess.

      “Monsieur,” said she, mimicking her sister's French accent.

      Mimicking was the correct description, as all those of good breeding knew, people only spoke French to appear sophisticated, which by doing so proved they weren't, or indeed that they were French, which was just unfortunate.

      Linka was like her sister, yet not, as removed as a puddle from the sea. She had the same cut of chin and raven hair, but possessed none of Chantelle's posturing. But it was her eyes, those emerald orbs that burned so fiercely from behind her mask that set her apart. Linka carried more allure in an emerald glance than Chantelle had in a year of amethyst staring. How I'd not noticed, put two and two together, was quite unlike me, almost unheard of. I prided myself on observational detachment; it gave me something to do. Linka oozed a confidence that came from class, not effort. She was stunning, and I, besotted.

      How she knew the waltzes were restarting, I had no idea, but we moved straight into one, gliding together as though on ice. I was the artist and she my muse. Two minds moved as one body. And, for a while, I almost smiled. Almost.
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      The night passed in whirls of dappled light, waves of music, and a plethora of leering masks. It soon became obvious that although I had, and in truth, still did not know Linka, the ensemble did. Men envied and women seethed. I cared for neither. I only had eyes for my dancing, faerie mirage. The girl got me so hot under the collar, figuratively speaking, that I thought I may sweat for the first time ever and wondered what it would feel like? But it never happened.

      It was whilst contemplating such strange thoughts that I noticed some of the boxes around the upper tiers of the ballroom to be occupied. The artificial candles, toned from saffron to deep amber amongst the revellers, reacted to the lofty occupant's moods in crimson halos and blooded skins. One grand stall contained the corpulent and unmistakable figure of King Rudolph himself. His one elongated fang protruded over his lower lip like an ill-bred dog, which ironically he was. He seemed to be in the select company of the Hierarchy's top brass: Lord Worthington of Britannia; Duke Gorgon of the Baltics; Crown Prince Vladivar of the Red Alliance, to name but a few of the more recognisable. The usual harem of clingers-on accompanied them, most just minor duchesses. And, with unequivocal certainty, every single one of them stared at the pair of us. On instinct, I winked a reply, then wished I hadn't, as Vladivar reddened beyond the lighting and Rudolph looked fit to explode.

      “Do I bore you, Jean?” Linka asked, dragging my attention back from those above.

      “Good grief, no! I was drawn to the heavens, so to speak, and their occupants. I think I am being murdered by glaring.”

      “Oh, ignore them. They'll go away after a while.”

      “One of them is your father, my dear.”

      “Well, he probably has more reason to stare than the others.”

      “I suppose so. You must be of particular importance for him to have stashed you away for so long,” I ventured.

      “Not really, I just know things he doesn't wish others to.”

      “Ooh, I'm intrigued.”

      “You can stay intrigued,” she beamed. “Oh, and there is the little matter of my sister's whereabouts. You were the last person to be seen with her after all.”

      “Was I?”

      “I think you know you were, Jean. I think you know exactly where she is, but would never tell.”

      “I would never talk behind a lady's back.”

      “She's no lady,” Linka fairly growled. “I hate her.”

      “Linka, my dear, she was still your sister whatever your differences.”

      “Was?”

      “Is, you know what I meant. Anyway,” I said, trying to change the focus of our conversation, “Why has your father not asked me about Chantelle if that is what he believes?”

      “Merryweather,” she breezed.

      “Pardon?”

      “Merryweather spoke up for you. He said you'd been with him almost all night, so Chantelle must have disappeared on some dalliance. It certainly wouldn't be the first time,” she added. “She's been gone for days before. No matter how father punishes her she only seems to rebel further and strike up partnerships with the most undesirable princes and the like.”

      “And, me,” I added.

      “Oh, definitely you.”

      “And, now you have.”

      “Indeed.”

      “What do you intend to do about it now you're as naughty as your sister, if not more so?”

      “Well,” she said, as she leaned into me. “Between you and me, Jean, I think it's bedtime.”

      “That's very forward of you, Linka but I'm really not that sort of man,” my coy reply.

      Linka threw her head back and laughed. She laughed as though the world might end, then laughed some more. Her sheer delight tinkled through the chamber like a flautist in a morgue. Once her hysterics had stopped, she gestured a nod over my shoulder. At that, I realised us alone, the last couple in the auditorium and that the horizon was in the first hues of lightening.

      “Bedtime,” she said again.

      “Bedtime,” I agreed, with a wide-eyed nod.

      Linka led us from the dance-floor. But, realising something missing, I broke free and dashed outside for my jacket. I did so adore my ravenesque outerwear. It was gone? That was irksome to say the least, but there was no time to worry about it. I raced back just as Linka dipped below a small side door to the expansive ballroom. Through this she pulled me into a reassuringly dark passageway. We could, of course, both see perfectly well being children of the night, but I found the lack of light somewhat comforting. It was certainly far more appealing than the prospect of being frazzled on the spot.

      We made our way along the bricked walkway, silent but for the clopping of our footsteps, until we started to descend. The passage angled downwards at a steep gradient, not enough to cause a slip, but enough to suggest you might. Curiosity then got the better of me and I broke the echoing of our passing with the most childish of questions.

      “Where are we going?”

      The girl said nothing, just shushed me with a finger to her masked lips. So, I continued behind her like a good little boy, frustrated at not being in control, but glad I'd lost it to such a beautiful creature. Eventually we emerged into an enormous area, again in complete darkness. In fact, I had my suspicions the place had never seen light in its lifetime. There was also an infuriating smell of mould and mildew. Unable to stomach it, I brought forth my red, silk handkerchief and put it to my face, then remembering my manners offered it to Linka. She shook her head, retook my hand, and led on.

      It didn't take long to realise the true scale and enormity of the place I found myself in. It was some sort of cavernous space of gargantuan proportions. Linka obviously knew it well, but I didn't, and was a little perturbed at knowing nothing of its existence. The habit of not knowing things was not one I wished to acquire. I prided myself on knowing everything in life. Doing so gave me a real insight into ridiculing it. Surprises left me working off the cuff, and I liked to be prepared.

      “We are here,” whispered Linka.

      “We are where?” I said with a hint of anger.

      “Here,” she indicated with her hands. “Look closer, Jean.”

      I did just that, then rubbed my eyes in comedic fashion. Every lumpy outcrop of which I'd presumed rock was in fact the rounded end of thousands upon thousands of sarcophagi.

      “Bedtime,” she said, and smiled.

      I had a smile of my own, but for a different reason to she. I wasn't sure that sleep would've been on my agenda? Hence the disappointment when she tapped on the rump of one outcrop and said, “This is yours.” She then moved off with a coy smile and a wave leaving me alone and frustrated in the pitch-black. I was unused to being unused. It was most disconcerting! Maybe I'd lost my allure? I scowled, opened the sarcophagus lid to a mouthful of dust and clambered in. The lid closed without a creak.

      Only when I'd made myself comfortable and felt the first strains of sleep tug at my eyes did I wonder what on earth I was doing there?
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      I found it hard to focus. My sleep had been suspiciously by its depth and I did not appreciate the hand that writhed at my shoulder.

      “Do you mind!” I growled. “Get your hands off me.”

      “It's me, you idiot. Keep your voice down or you're done for.”

      “Merryweather!” I exclaimed.

      “Shut your trap,” he hissed, shaking his head in mock despair.

      “What's going on?”

      “Shh! Just follow me and keep quiet.” Merryweather half coaxed, half dragged me from my bed, and then set off at a gallop through the cavern pulling me along behind him. Much as I wanted to rip his head off, I allowed myself to be manhandled until I was fully awake and then able to take up a loping position at his side.

      “What the hell's going on, Merryweather?” I implored in hushed tones. He just shook his head and kept on running. In truth, I was amazed he could run at all. I was so used to his effete antics that it seemed almost unbelievable. But his fleeing form and paler than pale look indicated more than just urgency. At least our footsteps had awoken no other of the room's occupants, which I presumed were many. Then, before I knew it, we were out of the cavern and running pell-mell down another passageway. On and on we ran until I sensed the faintest trace of light up ahead and stopped dead.

      “What are you doing, Merryweather?”

      “Saving your arse, that's what.”

      “Having me crisp baked, more like. That's daylight ahead!”

      “That's dusk ahead, and a long way ahead at that. Stop being such a baby.”

      Being called a baby by the world's biggest fop was just the shock I required. I grabbed Merryweather by the scruff off his pristine lemon shirt and shoved him hard against the passageway's rough wall.

      “I am not accustomed to being led, Walter. Where are we going and why?” The feral look in my eye drew a tear from my blond haired guide, then the proverbial flood gates opened. “Good God, man, have some dignity won't you.” He went limp in my hands and slowly slid down the brickwork. “What the hell is it, Walter?”

      He looked up with doleful eyes and whispered.

      “What? Speak up!” I cried, releasing him and balling my fists.

      “I said, she's dead.”

      “Who's dead?”

      “Chantelle.”

      His saying her name hit me like a stake through the heart.

      “What?” I shook Merryweather so hard that his head bounced around as though attached to his body by a spring.

      “She's dead,” he whimpered.

      “I got that part, but you're not making any sense. Why are we running away?”

      “Not we, you. They know it was you, Jean. Everybody knows it was you.” Merryweather looked up with hound-dog eyes and I saw a first glimpse of inner decency.

      “Why would you risk all to tell me this, Walter?” I allowed my voice to soften and helped him to his feet.

      “I loved her. I've always loved her. I may have hated her dalliances with you, but I know she would not want your blood on her hands. That's why I've saved you from those who will soon rise.”

      My mind whirled at a million miles an hour, but I'd only one question to ask. “How?”

      “Her corpse, what was left of it, washed up downriver. You were the one last seen with her, Jean. Damn you, half the courtesans of Europa saw you, and greater powers besides. I told them it could not be true as you were with me, but they would not have it. Fortunately, I'd seen you descend into the catacombs with Princess Linka. I followed later when I knew what was going to happen. It took a long while and a great deal of stealth to find where you rested. Once I did, the rest as they say is history.”

      “Thank you, Walter,” was all I could offer.

      “They will have your head on a pike, Jean. You must leave. This passage leads to a secret door far beyond the palace grounds. You must go and quickly. I cannot come further as I tire even now. I have not slept and you know that the dead must rest.”

      Merryweather offered his hand, which I took and shook. There was no point in goodbyes. I hated them anyway. So, I turned and ran. I ran faster than I'd ever had call to in all my non-life. Swifter than a hawk, I closed upon the dimming light. By the time I reached the rock slab that made for a barely passable doorway it was darkest night. Good, just how I liked it. With a fair degree of effort, I managed to move the rock enough to squeeze through the gap then had the presence of mind to shove it back into place.

      The cool, crisp, night air washed over me with cleansing relief. The fustiness of the passages had been most unhealthy and had left a sheen of grey dust upon my best black, silk shirt. I beat at myself, then cursed for making a noise, then cursed at having cursed. I looked about but there was nothing except trees. It appeared I had emerged into an inclined forest. Using reverse psychology, I moved up the slope at pace, rather than down, for who would think a hunted man would trap himself upon a peak. I wasn't sure if that was how such thinking actually worked, or indeed if it was a good plan, but having already set off at a gallop, decided it best to continue.

      Time passed swiftly as I effortlessly sped upwards. Until, that was, I came to a cliff face. With no other option but to return whence I came, I started to climb. My taloned fingernails proved most effective in aiding this, but by the time I reached the greatest height and had chance to pause I was very annoyed to find I had broken at least one of them. I spun a full three hundred and sixty degrees: rock, rock, rock, distant palace and Danube: very distant. The undulating river snaked around the palace like an anaconda as the turrets of the place sparkled in the star-shine. And that's when it hit: I was a fugitive, a killer and coatless. It was all very annoying, especially the latter.
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      One plus to being a fugitive was the solitude, no dandy idiots flouncing about the place, no effete quips to grate on the palette. However, the realisation I might never return to high society was a bitter pill to swallow. I could live without women, I hoped, even more so for my fellow man, but no longer having anyone to moan about was hard to accept. Then there was Linka, the girl of my dreams. Once met, never forgotten, even the thought of her stirred my soul, or it would have if I'd had one.
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      A uniquely altered part of the world, the amalgamated Himalayan plateau and Rhineland's Alps combined both rugged individualism with spectacular size and it worked. I liked it although I ventured the gale blowing across the massif to be a future annoyance. A north wind whipped across mountains silhouetted by dusk in wisps of propelled snow. I tugged up my shirt collar and awaited the inevitable.

      Wicked gusts slapped at my shirtsleeves. Like a scarecrow caught in a storm, my arms whirled me around in circles. It grew so bad that in the end I just rolled them up. That led to a complimentary coating of ice. I tapped at my arm to the chinking of cracked mirrors and the revealing of pale skin beneath. It was all most disconcerting.

      But what would have proven certain death to the living, or so I imagined, was no more than a hindrance to me. My dead body was beyond chilling, beyond freezing and way beyond being abused by such paltry, elemental fare. However, it was not beyond sunlight. That little nugget required some lateral thinking. I could not go back, that was clear, but neither did I know where forward would lead. The powers that be altered the landscape with such regularity that if I proceeded across the mountaintops en route for Old Hungaria, I would as likely end up in the Orient. Bereft of choices, I mulled my fate.

      I took one last look back to the scene of my shame, the Comte's palace still dozing, then set off across the jagged peaks.

      I walked through the tiring dusk and into a more peaceful darkness. The obsidian night refuelled my waning fires, and I pressed on regardless of the inclement weather. It was quite something to have the world to myself and I revelled in it. Being so close to the sky was peaceful in a way and I had little to complain about. But, as time dragged on the inevitably of an approaching day played on my conscience.

      If King Rudolph and his colleagues followed, I suspected I would have sensed it, and I sensed nothing. I expected they chased their tales in aimless circles, as always, scouring the palace for my sheltering form. At some point they would realise me gone but not until they'd wasted hours in the searching. I hoped my departure would have no comeback on Merryweather. Even if his aid was unexpected it was, nonetheless, appreciated. The poor chap really had looked heartbroken at Chantelle's passing. I just wished I'd had the foresight to quiz him on how and where she was found. I'd an inkling she wouldn't have looked as glamorous as when last I'd seen her.

      A permanent death was probably the best thing that could have happened to Princess Chantelle. The planet was in the unquestionable last throes of life, not that anyone ever discussed it, and if she could have chosen a way to go, blown to smithereens, or lover's bite, I expect the bite might have been the favoured option. Or maybe that was vanity speaking. After all, biting was something an Eternal should not have even contemplated let alone partaken of. I stopped in my tracks, balanced on a precarious rock that overhung a vast chasm, and scratched at my chin. Was I being vain? No, I thought not.

      My inadvertent pause gave me cause to have a good look about. I was glad I did. For way below, though still up in the clouds so to speak, the stars which had prickled to life, outlined a multi-towered and somewhat extravagant looking building. It had the ring of something I recognised but couldn't quite place. Either way, the prospect of cover from the oncoming dawn was a major pull. I hadn't seen so much as a cave to hide away in and the bulbous clouds looked heavy with snow, yet another annoying inconvenience to add to my accumulative list!

      So, I headed to the distant mirage in the mountains, leaping over boulders, scrambling down sheer cliffs and making a right royal mess of my only outfit. It was an almost impossible destination for most people, but I could be very determined when the need arose.

      In more hours than I would have preferred, I was standing before one of the largest wooden doors I'd ever seen. The door, set in walls of polished rock whose quartz components glistened like a second Milky Way until snuffed out by a smothering of cloud, barred my entrance. Time being of the essence, I banged upon the door.

      “Please, go away!” an immediate and rather vulgar response.

      “I am in need of assistance,” I tried.

      “Please, be so kind as to leave!” The voice echoed straight back with a hint of an oriental accent.

      “Look!” I said more forcefully. “I'm asking politely to be allowed refuge before I become a blackened smudge on your otherwise immaculate building. However, I'm sure I could just bash this door down, and then bash you for your inexcusable attitude. Think hard about it, take a moment, then let me in. Please.”

      I thought the please a friendly touch even if it grated. My threat seemed to have the desired effect, too. The man paused in his response, as though thinking, which gave me chance to admire the basic but high quality architecture of the exterior facade. Then, I got my reply.

      “Oh, in that case…go away!”

      Violence is never pretty, especially when orchestrated by an aggrieved Eternal. As a breed, Eternals were prone to temper, which harkened back to their distant, vampiric past. However, I was not. If I ventured into the realms of hysterical pain infliction, it was inevitably down to a carefully imagined and well thought out plan. If one was to give in to the inner beast it should be done with the intention of not needing to do so twice.

      That was how a large, splintered hole in the not quite so impressive wooden door stood at my back, whilst I stood upon the throat of my shaven-haired irritant. He looked somewhat shocked at my tattered-shirted appearance, unkempt hair, and razor talons close to his face. One would have said he was the most shocked Eternal they had ever seen, and frankly, I would have agreed. That's why, as I bent ever lower, talons paused to strike, it surprised me to see him force a smile and utter the words, “Welcome to Shangri-La.”
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      I followed the monk, one of many that patrolled the outer boundaries of that supposed blessed and eternal place, through courtyard after boring courtyard. One could only look upon so many Zen gardens and peaceful terraces before it irked. Circular mouthed Koi burst upon the surface of multitudinous ponds like heavy rain. Their incessant drive for food made me wish to fling the lazy things from their liquid realm to fetch their own whatever-they-ate. Shangri-La looked so geared to the attaining of nirvana that the monks must have been even more bored than they looked. I, on the other hand, had reached enlightenment a significant amount of time ago, when I realised all was to end and me with it.

      After a thoroughly mazy walk, we reached a many turreted and grand looking building. If not mistaken, I'd have said the place coated in gold dust, a very nice touch, and peppered with many variant sized rubies. It wasn't your picture postcard image of a basic existence, but it gave it an edge over the rest of Shangri-La. Into this bespeckled palace we breezed before my escort bowed low, his pathetically small canines just visible against his pursed lips, and left me before yet another imposing doorway. I wasn't forced to suffer the abuse of my arrival as they opened without a knock into a small but impressive throne room.

      “Good morning, Jean, well almost,” came the authoritative voice of a figure I instantly recognised as the Marquis de Rhineland.

      “A bit out of our league with this place, aren't we, Marquis?” I ventured.

      The Marquis uncrossed his fat appendages, stepped down from his granite carved throne, and stood before me, legs akimbo, in a supposed heroic pose. My stomach turned in disgust as his continued to wobble.

      “Not really. Times change, places move, and I with them, my friend.”

      “I'm surprised you didn't set your monks upon me. I thought you hated my guts,” I said, blunt, as usual.

      “Why would I hate you? You're the one man brave enough to keep the Marquise off my back.”

      “Only when I have to.” I said. Then thought I maybe better not had.

      “Yes, well,” he murmured.

      “I presume the repositioning of Shangri-La to have been your doing and not the Marquise's?”

      “Ah, told you it was her idea, did she?”

      “I think so; I wasn't really listening at the time.”

      “Well, it wasn't.”

      “Your little haven away from the wicked witch, eh?”

      “Hmm, you saw the costume then?”

      “I had the unfortunate privilege of escorting it.”

      “Lucky you. I didn't see you enter together.”

      “You were there?” I asked, somewhat surprised at the usually retiring Marquis.

      “I had business there, that's all. I have no time for those masquerading idiots. They'll still be waltzing when the world collapses. In fact, I'd be surprised if half of them even noticed.” He gave a tut that sent spittle flying from his gelatinous jowls.

      “I take it you still believe we're all doomed?”

      “I know we're all doomed. There's a distinct difference.”

      “I see. Well, before that happens, could I trouble you for a drop of blood? I'm running a little low.”

      “Bah!” The Marquis grunted at my question.

      “Don't change the subject, Jean. I see through you.”

      “I hope not. I intend to remain entirely visible throughout my non-life.”

      “Even at this very moment, eh, murderer?”

      “Ah, you heard about that. Would it help if I told you I was innocent and they'd got it all wrong?”

      “Not really. I couldn't care less who you have or haven't disposed of. You're one of the few people in this decadent world that is unpredictable, and therefore interesting. I would sooner turn my wife in, than you.”

      “That's neither reassuring nor saying much,” I commented.

      “True, but I mean it. So what if you butchered Princess Chantelle, as long as you did it quietly, who's bothered!”

      “I thought, I had.”

      “Ah, so you did do it,” he said with a body shaking chuckle and a slap to his thigh.

      “Damn! You always were a smart one, Marquis.”

      “Please, Jean, call me Vincent.”

      “All these years and I never knew you were a Frenchy.”

      “It wouldn't sit well with my title to admit it.”

      “I suppose not. But doesn't that make you as false as those you disparage?”

      “All with good reason my friend, all with good reason,” he said, and touched the side of his bulbous nose.

      Nose touching was at the point of becoming an annoying habit in my interactions with people. I had no interest whatsoever in knowing their little secrets, yet felt honour-bound to do so.

      “Anyway, names don't come anymore French than Jean.”

      “Ah, but that is through parentage, not allegiance. I neither chose it, nor wished it, and unfortunately have not had the time to change it.”

      “Well, I'm glad you've cleared that one up,” he said, with such a look of exasperation that I felt I may at last be getting to him. “Now, let's see if we can't alleviate your hunger pangs.”

      At that, the Marquis smacked his blobby palms together and retook his place on his false throne. I waited where I stood, as there were no other chairs in the vicinity, until two shaven-haired monks, who might have been twins, hurried into the room with a collapsible table, a chair to match, two crystal cut glasses and a large decanter of sloshing, red liquid.

      “Will you pour, Jean?”

      I didn't need asking twice, and levied out two large glassfuls of the purest, crimson blood I'd seen in years. The Marquis took his proffered glass and then watched intently as I sampled from my own. And how I sampled! It was delicious, almost beyond words.

      “You like?” he asked, with an eager-eyed stare.

      “I do. I can honestly say that's the best drink I've ever had. Do you bleed animals for it if there are still any?”

      “Oh, good Lord no! Let's just say I have good taste.”

      He seemed to forget that I knew his wife, but I let it slide on this one occasion.

      “Anyway, my dear fellow, you have caused me somewhat of an inconvenience,” he continued.

      “In what way?”

      “In the way that if it is found by others that I shelter you, I could well be for the proverbial chop.”

      “If you can put me up for the night, I dare say I can be gone straight after sunset,” I suggested.

      “I'll think on it and let you know tomorrow.”

      I didn't like the sound of that but was in no position to say anything. So, I didn't.

      We finished the decanter's contents in relative quiet before the Marquis clapped his fat hands together and had a monk lead me away to my bed chamber. I thanked him of course, but was not overkeen on turning my back on a man I'd made it my job to antagonise, albeit through his wife, for a great many years. Again, other than sleeping with one eye open, I didn't see I had much choice in the matter. I made a point of noting I did not like having no choice in matters and would make a further point of remedying it at the earliest opportunity. That was an awful lot of thought about something generally accepted as free, but choice was something I enjoyed and held as a necessity.

      The monk led me through the less plush corridors of the Marquis' domain until we reached a small room with a single rather shabby-looking coffin at its centre. I thanked my guide who closed the door behind him with an echoing clunk.

      The coffin smelt as stale as the rest of the place, but did at least have a black, velvet interior. The thing fit like a glove and I was soon fast asleep.
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      I awoke to the smooth silence all Eternals preferred first thing in an evening. The coffin lid opened with ease and I climbed out in a particularly good mood, only to stand upon something crisp that rustled like an overburdened tree in the wind. It was a sheet of paper that I stooped low to collect. I presumed someone had left it there and that in my tired state the previous night I hadn't noticed it: I was wrong. It was a letter and addressed to me.

      
        
        Dear Jean;

        This is an impolite and blunt note to an impolite and blunt man. To cut a long story short, we know where you are. That is of course obvious from the fact you are holding this letter, but less so that you are alive whilst reading it. We know what you did, how you did it, and why you did it.

        

      

      They were wrong on that account, as even I didn't know why I'd done it. Nevertheless, I continued reading.

      
        
        We have a proposition for you, Jean. This will not clear your name, we make no promise of anyone even ever liking you again, but it will stop your heart being staked and your head being thrown in a fire.

        

      

      Again, I did not care if anyone liked me, but I did rather prefer my head being kept on my masculine shoulders.

      
        
        We want you to assassinate King Rudolph. This is non-negotiable and you will never know who sent you this letter. But, for what it's worth, it is honourable. This is a matter of great expedience. We cannot stress this enough. You may carry out our request in any way you see fit, or we WILL kill you.

        

      

      I reread the letter to make sure I'd fully digested the words, and then digested them in the literal sense, not having anywhere better to stash it nor wishing others to ever see it. You could never be too careful where blackmail was involved. I knew better than most, I was a past master of the art.

      Brushing myself down in a pathetic attempt to look presentable, I then did the only thing open to me: I went in search of breakfast.
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      Retracing my steps from the previous night, I soon found myself alone in the palace's main chamber. The small table remained set before the throne and had a replenished decanter upon it. Decorum stated that to wait for one's host would be good manners. I had none, so helped myself. It was as though I'd dived into a pool of virgin's blood, as the metallic purity of the crimson liquid slipped down my throat. I had to applaud the Marquis, he had excellent taste.

      I was about to take a second glassful when a faint buzzing became noticeable. At first, it sounded like a bee in a bottle which quickly became a hive of such creatures. I was then more than a little disturbed to feel the floor lurch and had to rescue the decanter before it crashed upon the marble. Out of practicality, I decided it best to drain the vessel of anything that could otherwise splash on the floor and go to waste. I gorged myself and was glad I did.

      Wiping the blood from my face with a grubby shirtsleeve, I set off for the gardens hoping to find out what transpired. That was not as easy as I'd hoped. The floor lurched from one side to the other and me with it. The last time I'd experienced such sensations I was crossing Lake Lucerne in an annoyingly small pleasure boat with a tedious Viscount's daughter, whose name I'd long forgotten, and her less than ironclad stomached friends. A wind had sprung up and turned our jaunt into an undulating nightmare. I crouched in the keel like a whimpering child – I hated water – and had to be extracted by force. Not a memory I wished to recall nor relive.

      Unsure what to expect, I exited the palace shocked to see nothing at all. Where once were Zen gardens there was only grey fog. I crunched my way outside a touch further, but it availed nothing. The fog was thick enough to slice. That got me wondering about the crunching sound, which had not been there previously. I crouched down on my haunches and touched the ground. My hand sank into a deep semi-solid: snow, and lots of it.

      “Honourable, sir, may I escort you to the side of Our Lord?”

      “Why,” I said to a monk who materialised out of the gloom, “is God here?”

      “Yes, sir, our God,” he replied, with a respectful inclining of his head.

      Suitably intrigued, I condescended to the fellow's wishes and followed his little, orange sashed form through our own private limbo. All the while, the buzzing increased. Convinced I should soon be battling off plagues of rampaging insects, the noise grew so loud that it even obscured my crunching footfalls. As regards quizzing the little fellow on the whereabouts of this god of his, I had no option but to defer it to a quieter occasion.

      As if in response to the mentioning of heavenly powers, the stars came out. One moment it was impossible to see, the next, an obsidian sky swept before my upturned face. The unobscured, celestial majesty of the cosmos spread across the night like a black, silk scarf scattered with diamonds. It reminded me of my own insignificance. I wasn't too pleased about that.

      On lowering my eyes, I was presented with those responsible for all the racket: Zeppelins. There was at least three I could spy and suspected a fourth hidden behind Shangri-La's towers. Cables thicker than the widest tree trunks hung down to points beyond my vision. It took no genius to realise our little slice of nirvana was on the move.

      I hurried after my guide who had put some distance between us, altogether more impressed by my host's capabilities.

      For the longest time, I'd believed the Marquis an idiot; he clearly was not. At least, not from a technical point of view. He would always be a contemptuous, obese, walrus of a man, but he'd gained my slightest stirrings of respect. Most of the Eternal lords would have had a new Shangri-La constructed wheresoever they desired. It would only be a matter of button pressing, a few whispered words into a control box, but not the Marquis. His determination to preserve the exact nature of what he held dear, and relocate, rather than destroy and rebuild, was refreshing for the times.

      The Hierarchy's technological mastery of the planet always disturbed. This technology was inherited from the last vestiges of humanity and not earned. Never a good combination in my humble opinion. As our kind diminished, it meant all that cumulative power rested in fewer and fewer hands. I for one did not wish to be left alone on a sterile world with the last trigger-happy idiot. In some respects, the fact most had taken to lives of luxuriant excess was partial relief, as there was less chance of them doing something irreconcilably stupid that I for one would regret.

      Eventually, we came to a set of stairs which we ascended. Our host waited atop them and greeted us with his booming voice.

      “You may wish to keep your head down a moment, Jean. Good evening, by the way!” he added at a bellow.

      “Good evening to you, too!” I shouted back. “Is there some decapitation issue?”

      “No!” he thundered. “We're passing over my wife's castle. It would be unwise for you to be seen here. Doubtless I would receive a fond wave farewell if she only had the brains to look up.”

      I said nothing and did as he suggested allowing myself to peer over the topmost part of the wall rather like a hermit crab peeping from his shell. As I did so, all went silent. The universe took on an altogether different complexion as we sailed over the clouds.

      “Ah, at last, we've reached the correct altitude. No need to strain the engines any more than necessary.”

      “Are we moving far?” I enquired. “The continents and countries within seem to move about with such regularity that I'm not sure I would recognise where we were headed anyway.”

      “I seek solitude. The peace and quiet that my humble servants and I require is surprisingly hard to find even in these times of sparse populations. I think we shall try outside the boundaries of The New Europa Alliance.”

      “I didn't realise there was a world beyond the alliance?”

      “Maybe not the world you are used to, but there is a world, Jean.”

      I allowed myself time to cogitate on the Marquis' words. The draw of finally being free of all I despised had a strange allure. No, I did not wish to spend it in the Marquis' presence, but it had its perks. I also suspected my letter's writers incapable of tracing me beyond the boundaries of the new Europa, as they were considerably broader than the boundaries of the old Europa. That would save the effort of assassinating King Rudolph. Factoring in how any decision would affect a future dalliance with Linka was a consideration too. I missed her. Despite only just having met, there was something about the girl. From her mysterious appearance into my life to the beauteous way in which she'd affected it, Linka was uppermost in my reasoning. I'd neither enjoyed anyone nor anything for so long that it meant rather a lot.

      I toyed with discussing my current situation with the Marquis, but decided against it on account of rather finding whoever placed the letter myself. I felt that if left alone with said person, or persons, long enough, I could extract whatever information I required from them. Afterwards, I'd have to butcher them, but that was only to be expected.

      “So, where are we going?” I eventually capitulated into enquiring.

      The Marquis did that most irritating of actions and tapped the side of his nose several times. Just for added annoyance, he even winked.

      “Right!” he proclaimed, “I'm off in for a while. Things to do, problems to solve,” he called, as he all but bounced away down the stairs. “Feel free to wander. I'll leave Sunyin as host in my absence. You shall find him a more than capable substitute.”

      I nodded to the Marquis, but he was already rolling away through the gardens.

      The opportunity to explore appealed, but for the time being I wished only to gaze across the cloud capped landscape. To be quite so high was an experience I had never sampled before. The novelty value alone demanded my attention although I was a tad perturbed the clouds that had greeted my exiting the palace had again amassed beneath the floating city. Shangri-La seemed adrift on a cumulous sea of gloom. Sunyin observed my pondering from a polite distance and wisely stayed out of the way.

      I walked along the perimeter wall of the re-envisioned Shangri-La. There was no doubting its exceptional lines and thought provoking beauty. However, I found the Himalayan hideaway's whole concept to be far too ostentatious. Why a place supposedly so hard to find should require a wall, I did not know? In my humble opinion the Marquis would have been more in-keeping with mythology if he'd removed it. A few too many spires added to the overly dramatic effect and the random placement of bejewelled ornamentation was definite overkill. Each to their own though, at least he had the decency to not transplant it in the heart of the Rhineland.
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      It took about three hours to circumnavigate the place which was for in all intents and purposes almost circular. The gigantic Zeppelin balloons, of which I was correct in assuming there were four, were interspaced at exact radii around the city. The high towered palace, again engineered to excess, looked out across the Marquis' domain without obstruction. If the place had required defence, which it didn't, it would have been an exceptional piece of engineering.

      “Would, sir, wish to retire inside?” enquired Sunyin, who I'd quite forgotten was there.

      “What is there inside that I cannot see out here?” I sneered.

      “It will be warmer, at least.”

      I thought that an odd thing to say as the dead did not feel the cold being already a stage further along in the chilling process. Nevertheless, I allowed him to lead me back through the gardens into the palace. I'd seen enough stars for one night and rather relished the thought of another quaff or two of the Marquis' blood supplies.

      I followed Sunyin who weaved his way through the gardens with a strange grace to the main buildings. A brief stop ensued to write my name into the snow of an idyllic looking spot. Out of badness, I hoped to upset the residents' karma. After all, I didn't see why they should be so happy, whilst I had the murdering of kings to contend with.

      I understood why the Marquis relished the privacy his home afforded him. There was an overwhelming sense of calmness to the place and I could've imagined it conducive to clear thoughts. I'd have even said it possessed a slight headiness, but that could have been the altitude. The one question that rolled around in my mind unanswered was why the Marquis required such a place? I could appreciate the desire to be rid of his wife, pompous annoyance that she was, but he wasn't noted for his manners, either. I couldn't shake the feeling that something was amiss. It was most unlike me. I prided myself on being unsurprised by the world, but the last two days had been full of such things. Who'd have thought killing someone could prove so troublesome?
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      By the time we reached the main throne room, and an empty one at that, I'd returned to my more usual brooding state. Sunyin crossed straight to the small table which was still set out as before, poured a glass, and offered me it. One had to admire the little, shaven-haired fellow. He was made from tough stock. Monk or not, it was no easy thing to be around so much blood. To all but handle it, and still have the self-restraint to not partake, I almost felt like offering him a glass. Almost.

      “Will honourable guest be able to find his own way back to his room?” Sunyin gave a deferential bow.

      “I don't see why not.”

      “Then, I will leave you in peace. Please clap twice if you wish assistance and one of my brothers or I will attend to you immediately.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      Sunyin bowed again then headed back off the way we had come. As he approached the door to the grounds, he stopped and said in a solemn voice, “We are very high. The sun will appear early.”

      I nodded, he needn't have said anything extra, and we both knew it. That was a very polite way of saying, step outside and you'll fry.

      Sunyin closed the throne room doors with a resonating boom. I was alone at last. Good, just as I preferred.

      I studied Shangri-La's bare simplicity. The paucity of decoration was in-keeping with the city's legendary theme if not with the blasé nature of the Marquis. My few dealings with the man had shown him to be on par with his wife for over the top personal statements. This reimagining of his was most out of character.

      However, the draw of blood proved too much to concentrate on lesser things. Not wishing to debase myself again in the provided collapsible chair, I collected the decanter, my empty glass, and climbed into the Marquis' granite throne. The seat wasn't at all comfortable, but by draping my right leg over one arm I could at least lounge in a reasonably satisfactory fashion. I looked to the decanter, then to the glass, and decided it was an unnecessary extra, so discarded it and lay there slurping straight from the vessel itself. I took my time with the blood, rolled it over my tongue, let it drip down my throat. It really was the best drink I'd ever had. If there was one thing I would extract from the Marquis before departing it would be the source of his most delicious elixir.

      Not a soul did I see in all the time I lounged there, which gave ample opportunity to savour the hall's tranquillity and excellence of the drink. If truth be known, I allowed myself to become quite high on the life-giving liquid.

      And so it was that a more mellow me retraced his steps to the room which held his coffin and climbed into an early but blissful sleep.
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      I awoke with a wrenching start, feeling like my whole body had been slammed against a brick wall. By instinct, I pushed on the coffin lid, realised it pinned, and reacted accordingly. Rage erupted. I shoved for all I was worth until whoever sat upon the coffin was thrown off. The freed lid flew open, and I rolled out onto the stone floor. The coffin lay upon its side and me along with it. My latest home had been tossed against the far wall. Not a good beginning to my day!

      Determined to get to the bottom of such an insult to my rest, I dashed out of the room and through the barren halls. Not a soul did I see until I burst out of the palace and into the clear half-light of a gibbous moon. Mystery solved: we had landed.

      We appeared to have come to a standstill at the base of an enormous valley. Towering either side of the mobile city were mountains of such jagged viciousness I would have considered them all but impassable, even to such as I. If I'd seen dragons belching fire atop them, it would not have surprised, but then I always was a fantasist.

      “Did we wake you, Jean?” came the booming voice of the Marquis along with an accompanying slap to my back. I turned to my host, gave him one of my most withering stares, which caused his jowls to wobble in shock, before he regained his jovial attitude and continued. “Sorry about the landing, dear boy, but it was a tricky manoeuvre to get us in-between these infernal mountains.”

      “And where might these so-called infernal mountains be?” I asked with no let up in temper. The Marquis pulled me forward a few yards then stuck his stubby finger into the air at an acute angle. My eyes followed his indication to a spot way up in the aether. There, perched upon some of the darkest, sawtoothed rocks I'd ever seen, stood a fortress of rusting iron that looked like something from an ancient Brothers Grimm publication I'd once read. “That has not enlightened me in the slightest,” I remarked.

      “Vladivar,” was all that escaped the Marquis' mouth.

      I was afraid of no man, I had never known fear in my lifetime, only apprehension, and on a rare occasion discomfort, but I felt a chill go through the marrow of my spine. This was the home of Crown Prince Vladivar of the Red Alliance. The man's cruelty was beyond any other, legendary in his dislike of all but himself and those he allied with. He was perhaps the closest thing to a vampire of old that remained in our fractious world. That we had come so far in such short time, shocked; to have landed, disturbed; to have seen the man stood besides King Rudolph so recently, troubled me deeply.

      “Are you well, Jean?” the Marquis mocked, although it was clear he was as much if not more uneasy, than I.

      “Oh, quite well, Vincent. I just regret meeting so auspicious a ruler as Crown Prince Vladivar attired as a vagabond.”

      “Good grief, man” spluttered the Marquis. “I truly am sorry. We shall remedy half of that problem this instant.”

      “Half?” I said, with a raised eyebrow.

      “Well, you'll always be a vagabond, but at least you can be a well presented one.”

      “Indeed,” I acquiesced, as Sunyin appeared from nowhere and gestured for me to follow.

      I wallowed in indecision behind the graceful monk. The desire to flee was of high priority but I suspected it would avail me nothing if the likes of Vladivar chose pursuit. He would undoubtably find me if he desired it. The man controlled the resources of half the civilised world. When the Americas was left to its own morbid devices and the few remaining Eternals came east, they flocked to the prime cities of Paris, Munchen, and a lesser extent, New Washington that which was once Vienna. After all, why would one leave their own country to take residence in its miniature? However, none travelled as far as the boundaries of the conjoined rivers, Volga and Tigris, the two manipulated to slice the eastern continent in twain after the Black Sea evaporated. Why it was such a big deal, I never knew, as one could virtually jump the thing, anyway. Everyone knew that Vladivar's dark presence was the only deterrent required to prevent its being crossed. Then again, who'd want to?

      Sunyin led me to a chamber which I assumed belonged to the Marquis himself as it was far more ostentatious than the rest of Shangri-La. The man was obviously not quite the pillar of serene humility he purposed to be. Drapes and mirrors adorned three of the walls the other quarter comprised of one massive, polished, wooden wardrobe. Sunyin walked over to this, threw open the doors, and gestured for me to take my pick. It was an easy decision to make: black trousers; black, silk shirt; long, black jacket. I did not choose new boots, even though they abounded, as a man should never be parted from his own. A man's boots contained the history of his wanderings and I had no intention of giving mine up. I washed at a gold tapped, porcelain sink and soon felt more my old self again. Sunyin waited patiently throughout sitting cross-legged on the floor. The man seemed to have entered some kind of meditative state. I walked up to him, waved my hands before his face, then kicked at his sandalled foot.

      “Go away!” he shouted.

      “Pardon?”

      The monk opened brown eyes to a look of horror at his outburst.

      I am not one for laughing out loud, only the most vulgar mannered do, but I couldn't help doing so. The shock of what he had done was made all the more amusing by the continual head bowing he insisted upon in supplication.

      “I forgive you, for God's sake,” I eventually barracked. This appeared to do the trick. Sunyin shot to his feet and led the way from the room through the winding passages and back to the main gate –repaired, I noted – where the Marquis sat upon a white horse of some magnificence. It amazed me that so slug-like a form could even balance upon such a beast, never mind ride it. There was no sign of such a steed, or any steed, for myself or the assembled monks.

      Thus gathered, I noticed for the first time something uncanny about the inhabitants of Shangri-La: they were all identical. All except Sunyin that was, who wore an orange sash to his russet tunic whereas the rest wore brown. I tried not to show my interest in the monks but the Marquis' limpet-like eyes were already upon me. A little of the snake showed for the first time reminding me of my previous distaste for the man; first impressions and all that.

      “Are you ready, Jean?” the Marquis asked, unable to keep the slight tremor from his voice.

      “Oh, indeed. I cannot wait to meet Crown Prince Vladivar. I hear we share the same stylist.”

      “Really,” the Marquis said with a slight sneer. “We shall soon see.”

      The massive door-come-gate opened to the unhealthy sight of heaped black rocks rising, which rose to a vertical point of neck craning unease. I sauntered out after my host who obviously felt it his honour to lead the way. I didn't object, he could lead all he wanted.

      Like a great serpent of old our procession slithered along until finding a set of steps cut deep into the rock face. Single file was all that was manageable there, the way marked by its bottlenecked route. I noted the Marquis sent two monks on ahead. The man's desire to lead had lasted less than five minutes, rather in the same mould as my interest, which had already peaked and was on the wane.
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      Eternals do not feel fatigue, but the boring monotony of step after rocky step soon showed upon my otherwise calm facade.

      “Do you have to kick stones over the edge, Jean?”

      “I don't have to, but I enjoy listening to them clatter. It breaks the tedium of walking.”

      “Well, I'd rather you didn't. You might hit one of my men on the way up.”

      He was right, I might have, but my aim had been a little off. “For you, Vincent, anything.”

      “Thank you,” he muttered and turned back to his corpulent jiggling.

      I pitied the horse terribly who I suspected of having being genetically altered to cope with its gelatinous burden. The hypnotic effect of said flesh, which bounced before me in unending ripples, drove me almost insane. My simmering temper remained checked only by my ennui.

      An hour or more passed with no sign of moon or stars, both obliterated by a semi-permanent sheaf of cloud. That did not stop me taking in the full magnificence of the then distant Shangri-La. Without the distraction of being a hunted man, I could better appreciate the immensity of its construction and the worrying departure of its means of propulsion. Like the miniature balloons they were derived from the Zeppelins appeared to have popped from existence never to be seen again. Shangri-La sat marooned.

      The Zeppelins' removal was a nifty trick that I added to my list of required explanations without ever supposing I'd receive a satisfactory answer. But their departure ruled out another means of escape and that troubled. I had to, however, appreciate the irony of a city in constant motion being the source of spiritual enlightenment. If it was so hard to find there was no wonder wandering pilgrims could never reach nirvana.

      I thought we'd never crest the razor-edged massif when suddenly we did. The two leading scouts babbled such a commotion that I was on the cusp of ripping out their throats when the Marquis levelled out before me and I followed suit. The iron monstrosity that greeted our eyes was not the most inviting site, but it was at least something other than black rock and blubber.

      “Vladivar's palace,” the Marquis stated.

      “Castle,” I corrected.

      “Don't tell him that or you'll doom us both,” the Marquis whispered.

      “So you fear him,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What was that?”

      “I said, I shall tell the Crown Prince whatever I wish. A palace is a symbol of magnificence and a reflection of the society it is central to. This bunion on a craggy arse is a symbol meant to inspire fear and nothing more. It is therefore a castle and a morbid one at that. The obnoxious place reminds me of a haemorrhage that requires treatment.”

      The Marquis beckoned me with a chubby digit as the rest of our procession made the mountain's summit. Not wishing to get within jowl splashing distance of the man, I edged a little closer to the horse. Oozing over the side of his mount the rotund Marquis smiled a crooked smile and said, “We shall see if you are so brave in his company, Jean. I venture to say, you shall not. In fact, I'd even bet your life on it.” I did not appreciate the accompanying vile wink.

      “I have no life, dear sir, so that bet's null and void before we start. And, I reiterate for those with blocked ears, I kowtow to no man, least of all an old world lunatic.”

      I savoured the look of fury that flushed across the Marquis' face. His mouth puckered, eyes squinted, and hands tightened on their reins and I knew that instant he hated me. All those years of knowing his wife despised him, yet longed for me; knowing that the world would end with she basking in her own vice and he having encouraged it by his own ineptitude. But what really burned him was the fact I couldn't care less.

      A noise shattered the tension, as of lost souls being dragged from heaven, a moaning of such magnitude that many of the monks covered their ears to it. As one, we all spun toward the racket to see the enormous twin gates of Vladivar's domain opening inwards. The wolf ushered us into its maw. I did not like it one bit. But everyone's seeming inability to move drove me to lead the way, and I strode towards the behemoth that was Vladivar's home. Only Sunyin had the nerve to follow me.

      The Marquis waited awhile before plucking up the nerve to do so too, though I observed he made certain to be enveloped by a cavalcade of surrounding monks. Coward!

      I walked straight through the gates to be met by the rising towers and turrets of this iron world. Not a soul was there to greet or meet us. I found myself in the awkward position of not knowing what to do next. I had no desire to march into the place, nor did I wish to turn around and high-tail it back whence we'd come. There was also the little factor of sunrise which would not give enough time to make the return journey without being incinerated; I had no intention of becoming so.

      I was about to shout the Marquis over from whatever burrow he was contemplating wobbling to when Sunyin tugged at my sleeve making me start. The little fellow pointed to a dim corner of the courtyard we'd entered, where I was to realise we were not as alone as first thought. There were eyes upon us in this darkest of realms. Two old men, silver-haired and dressed from neck to toe in black, iron armour, stood motionless. The two sized our party up. I could feel it, and I did not like it. That feeling of not being in control clawed at the demon all Eternals kept locked away inside. My own, I knew from experience, should never be allowed to reach the surface. So, to a look of horror from Sunyin, I marched straight up to the guards.

      There was nothing to be said that a look would not cover, so I gave the pair one of my best, just you try it, withering glares.

      The two old men hung their heads as my eyes glowed to supernova. Their rattling armour suggested I'd made my point. Their wills were no match for my own.

      “Where is Crown Prince Vladivar's fabled hospitality?” I growled, whilst wanting to laugh at my own joke. The two old men, who now stank of fear, didn't answer, instead, turned to the almost invisible door they protected and gestured. “When I talk you will be courteous enough to answer!” I demanded. One of the two kept pointing whilst the other opened said door and held it ajar. That was not the response I'd asked for and for a moment I lost myself. One of the two, I do not remember which, landed across the courtyard in a heap, as monks scattered backwards and forwards. The other man found himself pinioned to the side of the door. The trickling liquid that leaked from his armour only furthered my anger. I could not have been held responsible for my actions if not for a gravel-voiced intervention.

      “Release him, Jean.”

      It looked like the commotion had attracted the master's attention and a multiplicity of his minions, too.

      “You should teach your dogs better manners,” I snarled.

      “Did he not answer you as you wished, tovarisch?”

      “You know he did not.” I was calmer than before, but still angry, and had no intention of backing down even to an army.

      “Not only do I know he did not, but I know he could not. He is mute as is his brother.”

      Despite feeling a fool I still felt slandered by the actions of the two silver-haired guards. I should have put the man down gently and asked if his brother was well, but the red mist lingered and I dropped him in a pool of his own urine, instead.

      Vladivar looked at the guard horrified, then to his horde, then laughed like the devil he was. I'd made a greater enemy than before, but had his respect. However, that did not stop Vladivar's horde pouring past me into the courtyard. A section of his men, with the master of the castle at their point, surrounded me and the gallant Sunyin, whilst the rest streamed into the courtyard.

      I'd seen many terrible deeds done by Eternals, and in particular the Hierarchy, I'd even perpetrated some myself, but I'd never known anyone act as they did to others of their kind. A section of Vladivar's men tore into the passive monks with the ferocity of rabid dogs. The double scimitar flash of eastern teeth sank into the monk's jugulars with sickening squelch after squelch. In a throwback to some middle-aged nightmare, Vladivar's horde acted like vampires of old. The courtyard was awash in blood and a familiar scent I couldn't quiet place.

      Poor Sunyin looked aghast. The fellow's face had turned alabaster white as his head dropped to his chest. Those that surrounded us and their master laughed and cheered, joked and jeered; it sickened me to the bone. I would pay them back for what they had done.

      Vladivar beamed across at me throughout the slaughter. The dark one judged my every reaction and I his.

      We stayed that way, observing the crimson chaos, until with a nod of his vicious head, Vladivar allowed the rest of his men to feed. They did not need telling twice.

      The Crown Prince sauntered to my side, towering over even me in his obsidian armour, and put a gauntleted arm around my shoulders like an old friend; I was not his friend nor ever would be. He then led me away from that living hell and instead into its lair.

      “You enjoyed the show, da?”

      “I can't say I did, actually.”

      “You didn't? But that is our nature, Jean. Do you not yearn to release the beast within?” Vladivar's jet-black eyes burned with the flickering torchlight of his domain.

      “First, only my friends call me, Jean. Second, how do you know me? Third, don't you think the mediaeval look is, well, a little mediaeval?” I sneered the last point in an attempt to show my contempt for him. I did not care what retaliation I provoked as I was already way beyond the point of discretion.

      Vladivar looked at me with something akin to pleasure lying behind those tar pit eyes. I took in his scarred skin, chiselled, square face and close cut hair. He was a hard man to age. I knew him one of the oldest of our kind, but outwardly he looked no more than forty in the way people's ages used to be calculated. He was a predator in preparation, an animal waiting to strike and not because he had to, it was all just a game.

      “I call you Jean because you have no other name and have as much reason to call you it as anyone else, after all, you are friendless. Everybody knows you, Jean: noble; insouciant; deadly. You are a man whose reputation precedes him, tovarisch. It is because you are the way you are that you are not lying in a heap with your shaven-haired friends. And if anyone on this pathetic planet can appreciate the lure of the old ways it is you, so don't act all coy.”

      “They were not my friends.”

      “Your look said different.”

      “My look was one of disgust.”

      “Well, we are simple folk here, Jean, with simple furnishings and simple lives. One could argue it the way a vampire is supposed to live.”

      “They could argue it, but they'd be wrong. And I am an Eternal, not a common or garden vampire such as yourself.”

      “In your opinion, tovarisch. In your opinion,” he repeated.

      Philosophical though our chat was it did not disguise the fact he led me into ever darker halls, ever deeper corridors. It was no surprise when Vladivar strode down a final grotty corridor populated by many guards to a single doorway with a serving hatch. Through said door I was taken and deposited within by my host.

      “I'm sorry it has to be this way, but I'm not sure I can trust you to roam my palace unattended.” Vladivar's grating voice took pleasure in his taunts.

      “I would not trust me either. I have a habit of stealing soap from the places I frequent.”

      “Oh, that's right, I forgot, you are a vagabond, a man with no home. Well, Jean, this can be your new home,” he said, removing his arm from my shoulders and giving one a pat as he left my windowless room.

      The door closed behind him with a sickening thud. I was left in the dark, musty oblivion of an oversized stone coffin as the laughter from outside faded away.

      I examined my prison, all five-feet square of it. There was no way out. So, I did the only thing I could, I sat down, legs curled beneath me, locked my eyes on the doorway, and waited.
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      “Cat got your tongue?”

      “He's no better than the monks.”

      “Look at him all dressed up like a big, black bruise.”

      “Bruise him, did you say?”

      I chose non-resistance, instead, saved my strength for when it could best be applied. That surprised the ten men he'd sent, but not long.

      I was dragged without given chance to walk; kicked without arms to defend, and spat upon by one particularly seedy guard who wore a red sash around his armour. I made quite sure to transpose the details of his one-eyed visage to memory.

      Idealess as to where we headed, the guards took pleasure in jolting my face with both fists and floor. I'd had worse though and held my anger at bay. It wasn't until the dark and dingy corridors widened into a far grander, yet equally spartan hall, that I realised I'd been tossed into the middle of Vladivar's court. The room was packed with dark armoured underlings who made a point of emphasising their violent natures with pathetic posturing and fang baring. They were so weak; they just didn't know it yet. But I did.

      Picking myself up off the floor, I took in all with a three-hundred and sixty degree wobbling turn. The last image my eyes alighted upon was the form of Crown Prince Vladavar. He sat upon an onyx thrown crafted into the shape of a great bear that reared from behind, teeth bared and eyes raging.

      “Spaseebo, tovarisch.”

      “You don't need to thank me. I had nothing else to do this fine evening.”

      “Oh, I didn't thank you for coming here just for being cooperative.”

      “Did I have a choice?” I quipped, taking in the bare rock of the courtroom. The place resembled a giant cave rather than a desirable residence.

      “You had one and chose the correct path.”

      “Well, I'm very trying, or so I've heard.”

      “You heard right. Do you like my humble home?”

      “Not really. It could do with a little pick me up, perhaps, a smaller entourage to lessen the stink.”

      “Hmm, I like you, Jean. You aren't scared at all, are you?”

      “I died a long time ago, or was I never born, I forget which? Either way, I'm sure things can't get any worse.

      “I'd beg to differ,” grated Vladivar, his voice like crumbling granite.

      “May I ask what you want with me?”

      “Why do you think I have want of you?”

      “I suspect I wouldn't be here if you didn't. Which reminds me where has the Marquis crawled off to? I presume he wasn't amongst the slaughtered.”

      “You presume correctly.”

      “I'm not sure there's room for his ego to fit in here with your horde of cronies.” A muttering and snarling arose from those spaced around the place but Vladivar silenced them with a gauntleted finger.

      “He's not here, and that's all you need to know.”

      “Good. I detest the corpulent fool almost as much as I do his overambitious spouse.”

      “Ah, that brings us nicely to the subject of women.”

      I raised my eyebrows a little at that. “I don't see you as a ladies' man,” I laughed, much to the apparent chagrin of the man on the throne.

      “But you are, aren't you, tovarisch?”

      “I wish you wouldn't call me that, it sounds like a confectionary. I'm not made of chocolate, you know.”

      “You're as sickly though.”

      At last, I was getting to him.

      “Now, back to business. I need to know what Princess Linka told you at the ball?”

      That caught me a little off guard as it was the last thing I expected him to ask.

      “Well, she discussed my costume and that coming as myself was a masterstroke. She also commented on the very poor class of dignitaries that were present. If there was much else of note, I have long forgotten.”

      “I know she talked of me, and wish to know what she said.”

      “I can assure you she did not, although I wouldn't tell you if she had.”

      “Jean,” Vladivar said, rising from his seat like a dark god, “what did she tell you?”

      “Nothing,” I replied, which was the ironic truth.

      “What happened, try to coax it from Chantelle and had no luck, so you went straight to the source? How you knew she'd be at the ball though, I do not know? After all, her whereabouts had been kept so very secret by her father. I thought we should never see her out in the open, and certainly not at Rudolph's own palace. Apparently, she's been hidden there almost a year. But that is a mystery for another time and not for one of celebration.”

      “What is there to celebrate?” I asked.

      Vladivar closed in, more panther than man, and placed his arm about me for a second time.

      “Are you in love with me, Prince Vladivar, or do you touch up all your men so?” The blow to my chin was swift and painful, but it achieved the result of having his hand removed.

      “Think you're very funny don't you, my vagabond friend?”

      “Compared to you, yes.”

      A kick to the solar plexus doubled me over. I spat blood onto the floor as I eyed Vladivar's pointing and heckling hordes. One particular one-eyed jokester stood out from the others on account of his red sash.

      “Do you mind if I attend to something I'd promised myself earlier? It shan't take a moment.”

      “Why, not at all, tovarisch,” cackled Vladivar.

      I was across the room and back before any of the crowd could blink. Only when the one-eyed guard crashed to the floor did they know something had happened. It was with undisguised shock that they witnessed my tossing his heart from one red hand to the other as my eyes narrowed and a grin played across my face.

      One nod from Vladivar and the dark horde were upon me, kicking, punching, and worse. I didn't resist, it would have been futile, but instead waited for their master to signal enough was enough. He made a point of making me wait.

      “Are you finished?” I picked myself up, relocated my right shoulder, and then straightened my jacket's sleeves.

      “Impressive, very impressive,” Vladivar noted.

      “Not really,” I replied, spitting more of my own blood onto the floor. “Your men just aren't up to much, are they.”

      Vladivar ignored my jibe and settled back into his throne.

      “Well, Jean, I actually believe you. I don't think she did tell you anything. But your play acting did tell me one thing.”

      “And what was that, pray tell?” I scoffed.

      “You want her.”

      “If I did, I should have done so by now instead of procrastinating over the matter as you obviously are.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But it is fair to say I am disappointed in old one tooth. Rudolph lied when claiming his younger daughter dead, when we all knew she wasn't, and then had not the etiquette to introducing me when the opportunity arose.”

      “He maybe doesn't like you. I could understand it, of course, even if it isn't royal decorum.”

      “He's no more royal than you or I. However, he is a man of great power and influence. Almost as much as myself, eh men?” Vladivar loosed a bellowing laugh and threw his arms in the air, a sign for all others to laugh too. I did not oblige. “And he has something I want.” Vladivar tip-tapped upon his throne, his restless fingers belying his angst.

      “May I ask what?”

      “You may. It is very important that you do.”

      “Then, what is it, good sir,” I asked squinting away the pain.

      “Oh, just a simple matter of his death. You will soon correct that for me.”

      A very many thoughts flashed through my mind at that moment. The identity of the letter sender which I could almost definitely rule Vladivar from, was foremost. Why at least two people wanted King Rudolph dead, was another. Yes, he was a King in name, but he held no particular power even if Vladivar indicated that he did. And, why me? Why of all the people in the world did it have to be me that assassinated him? I had no allegiances to others, no preference to who ruled the world's lands. I had always kept myself to myself. It didn't add up.

      “What if I said I won't do it?” I demanded, standing as straight as the pain in my limbs allowed.

      “You have no choice, my dark raven.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because otherwise I shall not reveal who labelled you Princess Chantelle's murderer and therefore who embroiled you in this whole sorry affair.”

      How I wanted that question answered; I was sure my features revealed as much. Who had reported my mistake and, as Vladivar said, embroiled me in such unpleasant events? I had to find out!

      “I will do it,” I declared.

      “I thought you might.”

      “Will you not threaten me with false promises of pain and death and such like?” I jested.

      “There is no need. The person who has caused you this inconvenience already knows your part in the game. They will find you soon enough and try to kill you before you can kill King Rudolph.”

      “Not even a clue?” I asked. Vladivar just smiled a wolf's toothy grin and beckoned a guard to him. He imparted some information then bade him leave.

      “There is one problem, I'm afraid,” I said, spitting more blood onto the floor.

      “Oh, and what problem would that be?”

      “Several hundred miles, and a small case of the sun.”

      “That's two problems, tovarisch, but both easily remedied.”

      I waited for Vladvar to divulge his solution, but he just continued to regard me with his wolf's stare. I returned his gaze and whistled some annoying ditty until distracted by the sound of scraping that came from the passage into which the guard had vanished. Some minutes passed before the bloodied and tattered-robed form of Sunyin entered the chamber. The small monk towed an ancient, wooden coffin behind him by means of leather straps.

      “Excellent!” cried Vladivar. “Now you have a mobile home. Not unlike normal, eh, Jean?”

      I ignored his jibe and went to aid the ragged figure.

      “How pathetic you are. Assisting a human is tantamount to loving a pig.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Ah, I see, a revelation. The monks we so lovingly lapped every quart of blood from, were human. The blood you have been drinking at the expense of our mutual friend the Marquis, is human. And your humble servant here, is human.”

      “That cannot be!” I exclaimed, unable to contain myself.

      “But it is. You look upon one of the world's last humans, pathetic though he is.”

      “But humanity died out thousands of years ago, and with them their devices and warmongering.”

      “A test tube is a marvellous thing, Jean. You never quite know what will turn up in them. It just so happened that one day the Marquis stumbled upon this fellow you call Sunyin. The genetics that came from his blood feed us all.”

      I couldn't believe what I heard but asked no further questions. There would be plenty of time later. So, I played the only card I had.

      “I require Sunyin.”

      “Why?”

      “I need someone to watch the coffin whilst I sleep. If he is as human as you say, then he's the only one who can do so.”

      Vladivar scratched his chin and looked as thoughtful as a fool could before declaring, “I don't see why not. His blood is all that the Marquis needs, and he has an almost endless supply of it. Which reminds me, there's about two weeks' worth in the coffin. If you get through that lot early then you'll be feasting on your daytime protection.”

      “I doubt it, some of us have self-control.”

      “Really, tell Princess Chantelle that.”

      “Touché.”

      “Well, it's not that I want rid of you, but …”

      “No need to ask twice. I'm glad to leave. If I stay any longer I might retch upon your dismal floor, what with the smell and all that.”

      “You can't resist one last jibe, can you, tovarisch. You should be more careful. Who knows when our paths will cross again and if I'll be so benevolent next time.”

      “I'm already looking forward to it,” I growled, as I took the straps from Sunyin's bleeding fingers and proceeded to drag the coffin from the chamber. “Oh, and one more thing,” I added.

      “You ask a lot of questions for a supposed silent man.”

      “I do where my life is concerned, or continued existence, anyway. When I've killed Rudolph, and presuming my accuser has not revealed themselves, how do I know you'll reveal their name.”

      “I could give you my word. Would that suffice?”

      “Not really, I'd rather trust a leech.”

      “Well, let's say I have even less desire for them to remain alive than you have. You will be doing the Hierarchy a great favour in their disposal. I will make sure you know even if it's just to see their head on the end of my sword.”

      “You still use swords! Isn't that a little old fashioned?”

      “I find them satisfying.”

      “You do all have the armour I suppose. Didn't do your guard much good though, did it,” I said and winked.
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      We left in total silence. Not even a creak of armour disturbed the void, until we cleared the room, then such a chorus of cheers arose as though a war was won. Poor Sunyin shivered at the tumult.

      “Don't give them the pleasure,” I hissed.

      “I'll try, sir,” he struggled to say.

      “Not sir, just Jean.”

      “Thank you, Jean,” he said and tried to smile. The multiple bruises that welted on his face restricted his ability to do so with any conviction.

      The coffin weighed nothing to me and I pulled it with ease from the halls and out of the only open door in the palace. We emerged back into the courtyard to be met by a pile of decimated, robed bodies that lifted twenty feet from the ground and easily as wide. There was barely a blood stain left. Vladivar's horde had licked the place dry. The bastards!

      I could not stomach the sight of all those innocent bodies and heaved the coffin up onto my back to make better haste. Sunyin followed as best he could and we made our way out of Vladivar's disgusting home and back into a dark and ominous night.
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      “There's a storm coming, Sunyin.” Not so much as a murmur stirred the treacherous night. “Sunyin,” I repeated.

      I shook the first globs of acidic rain from my hair and turned back to the monk. The little fellow was out on his feet. He seemed oblivious to the world about him and stumbled along using the coffin for support. I had no words of comfort, so fell silent and left him to his staggering.

      A glance over the near vertical cliffs ruled out one means of escape: Shangri-La was gone. The Marquis, notorious by his absence, had departed. The coward's part in proceedings was for a time over. Gift-wrapped and tied with a bow, he'd deposited his parcel, me, and left without waiting for a thank you. Duped by the one man I'd thought incapable of doing so, the blood boiled in my veins. I would make sure he received his thank you. I'd guarantee it no matter how long it took.

      A rumble of thunder shattered the silence of my murderous brooding. Sheet lightning followed in vicious streaks illuminating the whole valley with a spectral luminance. Shangri-La's absence had left a barren panorama of rock, shale and wretchedness. It was a no-man's land, occupied only by Vladivar's rabid pack and the hollow footprint of a Shangri-La ghost.

      Deprived of a Shangri-La's ethereal beauty the valley took on a new and even less hospitable visage. If death were a plague then the valley stank of it. Every rock and boulder took on the forms of sneering Eternals, their teeth blackened, eyes unblinking. Every twisted peak became a fortress of slavering, armoured morons. I cared not for it and would have sped from the place given half a chance, but without deserting the courageous monk, I could not. What would that have made me? I had so little to be proud of in my life that if I'd deserted him what shred of humanity I still possessed would have vanished too.

      We moved onwards and downwards in silence, I with my lurching cargo banging at my back, Sunyin staggering ever further behind. I toyed with talking to my daytime guardian but my mood was unconducive to discussion. Instead, I trusted fate to not let him slip to his death and to my own resolve to ignore the blood that seeped from his many wounds. He smelled so delicious like a perfect claret aged just for me.

      The weather didn't aid our descent. Whether it was a natural occurrence, or a manipulated one, I was unsure, but the lightning that sliced through the heavens threatened to carve the world asunder. Strike after strike of forked fury shattered different parts of the valley with a power unfathomable, I prayed it had no desire to strike our stumbling selves. The whole landscape was so illuminated as to mimic an early sunrise intent on burning the world. The pain it caused my eyes was intense.

      Too bright a light is not in a vampire's remit for a happy non-life. As the lightning strikes grew ever closer, drawn by the iron conductor atop the mountain, I became incrementally more troubled. After a while, I could stomach it no more. I removed the coffin from my back and dragged it one-handed by its leather leashes, whilst shielding my eyes with the other. That did nothing to improve my mood, not that much ever did. I was a man with violent thoughts, deadly intent, and a long walk to dwell on both.
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      The pair of us continued our morbid descent battered by heaven's tears in its incessant weeping. I bumped down step after endless step almost blind, Sunyin forced to sit from exhaustion and lower himself down each one in turn. The weather closed fast in a curtain of absolute darkness, the staircase becoming a never-ending path of torment. Yet, we persisted. We had to.

      We'd made about half the distance in that peculiar fashion, or so I fathomed, when a strike of spectacular brutality shattered the rocks close by, and with its glare my eyes. For a moment, I thought I should stagger over the precipice and fall to my doom, or at the minimum intense, physical discomfort such was the pain that exploded through my mind. I wasn't sure if an Eternal could die from being splattered, but theorised they could, and had no wish to test it.

      As if hearing my thoughts, a hand rested upon my elbow and steadied me.

      “Trust me, Jean. Close your eyes,” came Sunyin's wearisome voice.

      I did as instructed, although, in truth, I had no choice. But it was still with trepidation that I closed my already useless peepers. It wasn't that I didn't trust Sunyin, I did, as much as any man, just my concerns over the drop were grave. I was not a man prone to trust preferring my own judgement even when poor.

      A sound as of something ripping cut through a temporary lull in the storm's bombardment. A moment later, I felt soft hands tying a cloth about my eyes.

      “I will guide you,” said a broken voice.

      Sunyin led the way. He moved with a slowness that articulated his pain, but never for a moment did he take his arm from my elbow or fail to tell me where to place my feet. Where the little fellow got the strength from, I did not know? My admittedly poor knowledge of history proclaimed that humans held at best a fraction of an Eternal's strength. And so it was that I marvelled at my guide's sheer determination, his appreciation for our situation's gravity.

      In all honesty, I couldn't believe what was happening. The fact I'd drunk of human blood, never mind accompanied one and was forced to trust in him, was almost beyond my comprehension. Centuries of knowledge and accrued contempt had been turned on its head by nothing more than a bite. Yet, if I hadn't taken the charming Chantelle's essence would I have been in any different a situation? Would I have been left to my own devices as I'd longed for, or would I still have become embroiled in a game that destiny had preordained? Who could tell, certainly not I.

      However, there was one thing I was sure of: I was no man's pawn. The sooner I settled my situation, one way or the other, the happier I'd be. Though I couldn't shake the feeling that things would never be quite the same again.
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      How many hours passed as we descended that most treacherous of paths, I could never be sure, but it was many. By the time we hit the flattened ground of the valley floor even I felt fatigue. However, Sunyin's was far greater. I heard the slump of his body, the sickening schlup as his head hit the compacted mud, and hurriedly removed my makeshift mask to assist him. Momentarily blinded, I staggered to his side by smell alone and waited for the glare to pass. In the twinkling flickers of myriad stars the light dimmed to a constant blur, but I was no longer in the same distress. The same could not be said of my companion. The monk was out cold and I didn't have a clue how to help him.

      “Arrgghhhh!” It was an emotional response; one I was rarely prone to. The storm felt my wrath as my anger eclipsed its own.

      I wiped the rain from my face with one drenched sleeve and cast my eyes up and down the valley. Only the sun's onrushing presence, a sense all Eternals depended upon, indicated where we were or which way to head. Plumping for what I suspected to be a rough south-westerly direction, I did the only thing open to me. Carefully extracting Sunyin from the slopping mud, I lowered the monk over my shoulder and set off again towing the coffin in my wake for as long as I dared.

      The sun's ever looming energy prayed at my thoughts. That, and the desire to put as much distance between myself and Vladivar's lands as possible, was foremost in my priorities. Despite his claim to needing my assistance, I felt him unstable enough to change his mind on a whim. As a result, every thunder strike became the sound of his horse-backed troops, every lightning bolt a stake through my heart.

      I dragged my ragged form, my shouldered companion, and that of the coffin along the valley floor, in slip-sliding monotony. Yet despite the tumbles, the many falls, Sunyin did not stir once, and I feared him dead.

      Only the glint of revenge that sparkled in my maddened eyes and etched its way into my cold heart drove me on. I scowled at the thunder, grimaced at the rain, but never once looked back. An unseen horizon became my destination; one I would not be prevented from reaching. And so the monotony continued.

      The fact only my boots were still my own caused the greatest anger. Every stone chip to leather, every scuff and new splatter of wet dust, set me to cursing. Before long, I growled and snarled my way across the valley floor more beast than man. In fact, I suspected that if I'd not had Sunyin's draped form sprawled across my back I would have torn off my ragged clothing, turned tail and returned whence I'd come to face down the horde. It would have meant certain death, but the beast within should've derived great pleasure from my taking some of them to hell too.

      Then, just as I felt at my lowest, the clouds broke, the storm abated, and we emerged from that valley of death into an expanse of low-lying grassland. The greying haze that always precedes dawn and dusk cast a deceptive veil over the barren landscape and I knew I had to enter the coffin or die.

      “Sunyin, Sunyin,” I said, more in hope than expectation. I gently shook the man on my shoulder. His body twitched then stirred, and if I'd had a heart it should've lightened. With greatest care, I lowered him to the sodden floor.

      It was one of the most difficult things I'd ever done, the smell of the monk's blood-drenched clothing and skin were such an aphrodisiac that I knew I had to get away from them before my resistance broke. “I must sleep, Sunyin,” I almost begged.

      “I shall watch over you, Jean,” he whispered through a broken spirit, as his eyes flickered open.

      And I knew he would. There was nothing more to be said, so I opened the coffin lid only to see that which I'd feared, the ultimate betrayal: a single blood bag. Vladivar had played his final cruelty upon me. Like a drowned rat flushed from its home and bidden to sleep in a sewer, I crawled into my grotty, leaking coffin, closed the lid, and passed swiftly into the sleep of the damned.
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      “Jean! Jean! Jean!”

      “If you rap on my bedroom lid one more time I may become even angrier than I already am,” I growled. Or was it me that growled?

      “Jean, Jean, quickly!”

      The only thing in my non-life I looked forward to was sleep. To be awoken, disorientated and disturbed made the flinging open of my coffin lid a touch overly dramatic, especially when I saw Sunyin's sandalled feet disappear into a nearby shrub.

      My first reaction was, of course, to help him even though he had incurred my awakening rancour. My next, to chastise him for being so stupid as to stand upon my bed. But I think my third reaction was the more appropriate, and that was to deal with the half dozen wolves that encircled us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I felt sorry for the creatures by the time I'd finished with them. The wolves were just hungry and doing as nature willed. Their only crime was to catch an apex predator on a bad day.

      I'd vented the frustrations of Vladivar's inhospitality on them, they did not deserve it. But by the time I'd finished I genuinely felt much better about things. That was until I spun to see the battered Sunyin looking on in horror.

      “I make no apologies for my actions, Sunyin, it was us or them.”

      “Yes, Jean,” was all the monk could manage.

      “Your eyes say different.”

      “I…I…I have never witnessed such ferocity as I have these last two days. My beliefs say not to judge others and to act only in kindness, but I am finding it…difficult.”

      “There is much cruelty in these damnable times, my friend. A gloss, a veneer, if you will, of good manners and good dress does its best to disguise it, but that is all it does. This will never conceal the fatal flaws in our twisted society. We Eternals are a dying breed. Regardless of how many layers of makeup attempt to conceal it, the cold hard truth will still be there. This world is dying, as are its inhabitants, and I for one will be glad to see the back of both.”

      “I do not wish you dead, Jean,” Sunyin said with bowed head.

      “That is because you are better than us, I am ashamed to say. I wish I could say differently, but I cannot.”

      “You must not say such things. If it was not for you I would be as dead as my brothers.”

      I moved to Sunyin's side and lifted him from the bush. The monk still trembled dreadfully.

      “If it was not for me, I believe your brothers would not be dead at all.” Sunyin looked to me at that moment and I expected I'd see hate in his eyes, but there was none. He was too good a man to be travelling with scum like me and I wondered if all humans had been like him?

      “One still has a part of you,” my companion spoke flatly and pointed to one of the fallen creatures.

      “They did not lay a paw upon me,” I replied, but looked to where he indicated. Sure enough, one wolf had a long shred of black material fluttering from its maw in the night breeze. I pulled the remnant loose and examined it.

      “What is wrong? Is it not a piece from your jacket, Jean?”

      “It is, my little friend, just not this jacket.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “It has my scent, Sunyin.”

      “How would it come to have it?”

      “Oh, I dare say the wolf ripped it from the person who tormented it and its fellows.”

      “I am so sorry, but I still do not understand!”

      “They were set upon us, my friend. These beasts were given my scent from a piece of clothing I mislaid a long way from here.”

      “I apologise for my questions, but what does that mean?”

      “It means, I am being played, Sunyin. No wolf or pack of wolves could kill such as I. Someone just wishes to make me aware that I am being controlled.”

      “Who would do that?”

      “Vladivar, he toys with me,” I answered more to myself than Sunyin. “He must have taken my jacket from the Comte's palace. He watched me that night, they all did.”

      “I am not following you, although I am trying my best.”

      “Do not fear, Sunyin,” I said patting him on the back then wishing I hadn't at his wince of pain. “Vladivar is already on my list.”

      “List?”

      “Yes, my small friend, of people who shall soon die at my hand.”

      “That is not good.”

      “Not for him, Sunyin, not for him.”
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      Blessed with a clear, sparkling night, we made immediate haste and left the carnage of the wolves and my true self far behind us.

      “Where are we heading?” Sunyin asked after perhaps an hour's silent trudging.

      “West,” I replied.

      “What is there west?”

      “Less easterners.”

      “Hmm, I see,” said Sunyin, as he pondered my words. “But, will there not be more of those who wish you harm in the west?”

      “I hope so.”

      “You hope so!” Sunyin exclaimed. He stopped in his tracks as though he'd walked into a wall.

      “Yes, Sunyin, I hope so. I hope to find every person who has manipulated my, and by association, your life, and have words with them.”

      “Violent words?”

      “Extremely.”

      “That is not good. No worth comes from evil actions.”

      I looked at the little monk as he stood there shaking his head and chuckled to myself. If only he'd known the catalyst to our situation was of my own lax making. “How did you come to be born so good a person, Sunyin?”

      “I was not born, so it must be the way I am.”

      “Everybody is born, my friend.”

      “Not everyone. I was created from blood the Marquis discovered and then my brethren from my own.”

      “Did he tell you this?”

      “I am aware of it.”

      “Where did he get the blood from in the first place? The Marquis has always been one who went his own way, but at heart he is an idiot. Someone must have given him the inspiration to do what he has with you. I do not believe he has the foresight to have done it on his own.”

      Sunyin frowned before saying, “There was one man who used to visit Shangri-La, he was well spoken and extremely intelligent, but I do not know his name.”

      “Nobody else you can think of?”

      “No. Before yesterday I had never even left the city limits.”

      “You never once left the city!”

      “The Marquis forbade it and we had no reason to do so. Shangri-La was our home. Only on occasion and at his explicit command have my brothers ever departed, and they always returned.”

      “But Shangri-La is a construct it has never been a real place.”

      “It was real to us, Jean. Why would any of us leave the city of enlightenment?”

      “Because the Marquis milked you of your lifeblood.”

      The little fellow's face dropped as I said this and I regretted my impetuous words the moment I had spoken them. “I am sorry, Sunyin, I did not mean that. Your home was no more a construct than anything in this false world.”

      “What is your home like?” asked Sunyin, a renewed sparkle in his eyes.

      “I do not have one,” I replied, and felt the need to turn and continue with our trek.

      “I am sorry, you must be very lonely,” came the monk's words.

      “Oh, not really, it's provided me with a freedom I would not otherwise have had.” But the Sunyin's silence signalled he knew just as well as I did that I lied.
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      We walked on with only passing words. Sunyin appeared too caught up in the delights of the world at large. The monk appeared fascinated by every puddle and dripping leaf whereas I grew more introverted with each passing second. I languished in a deepening pit. Yet, the stars sought to lessen my worries. Those distant suns shone down upon us as Linka's eyes had done on me at the ball. The world in response was stilled but for our footsteps and the scraping of the towed coffin.

      But the further we walked the harder the going became for Sunyin. I kept having to wait for him to catch up until eventually I heard a slump and looked back to see the little monk in a heap on the ground. For a second, I contemplated leaving him there, he was a hindrance to my greater physical prowess, and I believed the old me would have done, but not the new. Having already been attacked once by wolves, I did the only thing I could. I lifted Sunyin and placed him inside the coffin, laying his head at the higher end, then closed the lid on him. For a time, the monk would know the sleep of an Eternal. I hoped the experience was better for him than me.

      I towed my burden deep into the evening. An unadulterated vista of clear grassland stretched on seemingly forever and despite the hardships of the previous days I savoured those hours walking through the rolling grasses. The wind whipped at my tattered clothing, clouds raced across a silver sky, and I tasted the peace I so longed for. The false, gothic balls lay somewhere over an unknown horizon and a person's ability to pirouette was no longer a requirement. All I had was a view and a goal. I'd had no purpose for so long that despite the macabre nature events the feeling it gave me enlivened my soul. If an Eternal had a soul to enliven that was?

      The debate over whether my kind truly lived, in the real sense of the word, was a highly discussed topic during my formative years. But, like so much else in society it too became a taboo subject. The thinkers went the way of humanity and the party dwellers took centre stage. How extravagant a function one could put on became a far greater quality than the ability to think. When my parents, as frustrated as I by the games of the few, chose to end their lives rather than participate in what they knew to be the planet's death tolls, I was left in limbo. The bitterness I harboured at their decision festered within me for an age before I finally accepted I was merely a jealous coward. I should have ripped out my heart as they did each other's and had considered doing so almost every evening since. Waiting for the moon not to rise into the heavens one fine night had become a tedium I could quite well do without. Women had proven a mild distraction, but only that. The Eternals of highest societal standing took perches far in excess of their worth, and the titles they bestowed upon themselves even more so. I'd attended their dances, their masquerades, their games of charades, and hated myself through every soporific moment. Chantelle had been the least antagonistic of them. I'd even have stretched to admit she had intelligence if given the opportunity to display it. But her father, King Rudolph, made quite sure of her close proximity at all times. Not so close as he had with Linka though. I thought I knew all the little secrets of our twisted cabal, but her residence in this world remained a mystery. Thank heavens it had been Chantelle's essence I had taken and not hers. I don't believe I could have lived with myself had it been reversed. In all my centuries of life no one had affected me so; I'd never allowed it. Well, except once.

      Many hours passed until I at last smelled the stench of that which I had sought, the dividing line between east and west, grand decadence and barren stagnation. The river of death, the former separate entities known as the Volga and Tigris, stank of decay. If piled meat were left to rot for a year it would still have only carried a fractional stench of that accursed demarcation. Unable to bear the pungency of the air about me, I tore a section of my already ragged sleeve and wrapped it about the lower half of my face like a brigand of old. I was glad Sunyin was still unconscious and concealed for I would have feared for him otherwise. Within a few minutes more I stood before the undulating folds of gloop that made up the river's essence. I pitied whatever basin it flowed into if it flowed into anything at all.

      How I was to cross the thing without wanting to tear away my epidermis hadn't crossed my mind until that moment. I knew the river to be narrow enough for my kind to jump, but not with the burden of a monk filled coffin. I debated simply tossing my cargo to the opposite embankment but feared the coffin shattering, or he who resided within it. What was I to do?

      “Want a hand there, Jean?” came a bellowing voice from above. I searched the skyline but saw, nor heard, anything. “Up here, man!” came a booming, upper-class voice.

      I narrowed my eyes, as much in annoyance at my shattered peace than actual frustration, and glared into the night. As if by magic a head popped out of nowhere almost directly above. If I looked startled, it's because I was. A waving arm followed the head, and then half torso as it seemingly floated earthwards like a leaf on the wind.

      “Care for a rescue?”

      “I may if I know who's doing the rescuing.”

      “Why, Britannia of course!”
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      And that's how my coffin home, the encased Sunyin, and myself came to be aboard the invisible, and silent running Zeppelin balloon, HMS Gloriana.
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      “Scott's the name” said my cheery rescuer offering his hand. I took it and returned his vigorous shake. “I'm the captain of this ship.”

      “Please, go steady with that,” I asked two of Scott's men who were manhandling the coffin to the back of a cavernous interior.

      “You won't be needing that in here. This balloon thing is completely UV proofed. There isn't so much as a screw hole for the sun to peep through. This flying beast doesn't even have windows as such.”

      “The coffin is of sentimental value,” I replied, giving Scott one of my special glares.

      “Do as the man says, boys,” Scott ordered. The two crewman nodded and continued as they were.

      “Darned if I ever saw an Eternal towing his own home around. I thought you were a mutant snail, at first,” Scott scoffed, his bushy, brown, walrus moustache bobbling along in jovial fashion.

      I did not share his amusement, and he soon stopped

      “Yes, well, never mind about all that, eh! I'm glad we found you, that's all that matters.”

      “Dare I ask who sent you?”

      “Britannia, of course! I'm here representing the British Isles and their speaker Lord Worthington.”

      “Since when has Worthington spoken on behalf of the populace?”

      “Ah, well, you see, it's like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Er…”

      “Spit it out, man.”

      “Well, His Majesty King George met with an unfortunate accident about a week ago.”

      “What kind of accident?”

      “He fell upon a stake in his own back garden! Terrible tragedy really, almost one in a million an accident like that.”

      “Very much so,” I replied whilst trying not to slap the man. His cheery attitude and bumbling nature was going the right way to wind me up.

      “Ha! Ha! These things happen, I suppose.”

      “I suppose.”

      “His Majesty was the last of his line, as I'm sure you know, and Worthington was the only logical leader we had left. There isn't much of a population these days. I fear that Britannia's fair shores will soon be as deserted and barren as the land you've just traipsed through.”

      “It wasn't barren enough.”

      “Ah, I gather you encountered Crown Prince Vladivar.”

      “I did, and shall do so again.”

      “You want to go back there!” Scott said astonished. He raised a bushy eyebrow that perfectly matched his jiggling moustache.

      “Not exactly,” I smiled.

      “Ah, I see, revenge and the like. Dirty business that, I stay well clear of such things.”

      “And the like,” I echoed. “That leads me back to my initial question, which I should perhaps have rephrased. Why were you sent to rescue me?”

      “Oh, that's not for me to say, dear boy.”

      I lunged for Scott and pinned him to the inner side of the balloon allowing long fangs to slip from behind the encased protection of my lips. A sudden commotion erupted from behind as the two who'd moved the coffin were joined by another half dozen pathetic excuses for Eternal menfolk in a tumble of posturing bodies. Scott said nothing. The poor man was terrified. But I'd had enough of being a puppet, so tightened my grip upon his neck. The drawn blood dripped over my fingernails; I licked it off, then smacked my lips. The crew approached as one in their pompous splendour. I responded by tightening my grip; Scott squealed like a pig. A small shake of my head made sure they'd got the message.

      “Now, I shall ask you again, nicely. I advise you to furnish me with a suitable degree of information. Why have you come for me?”

      Scott went limp and whimpered like a little girl. “Th…they don't want Rudolph assassinated. Vladivar is a barbarian that is kept at bay by the Rhineland. Lord Worthington wishes this to remain so. That's all I know. Lord Worthington does not deal with the likes of me and my men any more than he does something he's stood in.”

      “Are you not a captain in his service?” I edged a touch closer.

      “It's a mere title. Mere title!” he repeated in panic.

      I'd extracted information enough times in my life to know when a man told the truth. Scott's eyes knew only fear. I released him, allowing the captain to collapse to the floor. His men were my next target. “There's a reason that governments and royalty alike have commissioned me to kill, don't make me demonstrate why.” I snarled at the frightened crew for dramatic emphasis.

      To give them their due the crewmen did not back down though I expected them to have peed their pants if I blinked.

      “Back to your jobs now. That's good, lads,” Scott interjected through a croaking voice. The relief that washed over his crew was palpable. I'd never seen grown men disappear so quickly.

      “I'm sorry, Jean,” Captain Scott spoke from his berth at my feet. “I didn't mean to insult you. Orders and all that, you know how it is.”

      “Not really.” But I offered him my hand anyway, which he took and climbed unsteadily to his feet.

      Captain Scott was not a bad man, just an idiotic coward. It took less than a minute to discern that he was to return to Britannia with me and await further orders from Lord Worthington. I'd decided in half that time that I wished for different. But the need to sleep was upon us both. Scott bid me farewell with the promise of assistance if I should require it, all I had to do was call. For some reason, I doubted that would be necessary.

      I had no desire to wake the still comatose Sunyin. So, despite the discomfort, I lay out on top of the coffin. I owed Sunyin some peace, and despite every atom of my body wishing him evicted, I did not do so. Although I knew nothing in reality of human physiology, other than them being historically weak, I felt sleep would be the best thing for him. The blood bag he shared his bed with called my name, but I still felt strong enough to cope without it. So I trusted to Scott's words, folded my arms upon my chest, and fell into a few hours of death.
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      I awoke sometime around dusk with backache but otherwise well. All was silent in my temporary residence. The flying ship ran so quiet as to be almost stalled, but my inner gyroscope knew we crossed the heavens and that the sun had set below the western horizon. Dusk was a dangerous time for an Eternal. If one awoke to a suspected sunless sky and got it wrong, one would not be around long enough to tell the tale. But the Zeppelin prove as soundly insulated against the daylight as Scott had promised. Good job, too.

      With nothing else to do, I decided to investigate. Already being at the rear of the Zeppelin, or so I surmised, forwards seemed the way to head.

      Strolling through such a vacuous bulk was akin to walking around the inside of a giant egg. The airship was of enormous proportions and roughly elliptical. A strange smell of glue assailed my sinuses, which I presumed down to not being able to use screws and nails on the leviathan's bulk. The ship was unfurnished, a husk. As a consequence, I walked straight into a blacked out doorway which was in turn part of a blacked out dividing wall. Cursing, I tried the handle and emerged into an almost opposite environment. Men ran around willy-nilly attending to flashing lights and strobing beacons. Everything was all noise and motion. The crew's incessant chitter-chatter more like the chirping of starlings, those most infuriating of nature's survivors, than Britannian vernacular. Captain Scott sat with his back to me in a rather plush chair. A set of metal steps ran from his seat up into another level. The balloon was even more enormous than I'd first imagined. I had to admit, to accommodate more than one floor in such a craft was quite a feat of engineering.
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