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Authority forgets a dying king,

Laid widow’d of the power in his eye

That bow’d the will.

—Alfred Lord Tennyson, “Morte d’Arthur”


What Has Come Before

After the suspicious death of her mother, Regina Blake is unable to abide by her father’s unwillingness to question his wife’s demise. With the help of the seductive Victoria Ash—who claims to have been a friend of her mother’s—Regina begins to peel back the secrets of Lady Emma Blake’s birth family, the Ducheski brood. Suspecting that Lady Blake’s death has been faked and following faint leads in London, Regina lifts the veil on a nocturnal secret society of lords and ladies. Before the end of the social season, Regina has discovered the awful truth: this is a society of the undead and her mother, and Victoria, are among their number.

When Lady Blake and the vampire who remade her—a blood-sorcerer named Anton Wellig—flee to the Continent, Regina cannot let her go and returns to the company of Victoria Ash, who has become her protector and lover among the undead. Together, they follow Lady Blake’s trail to Paris, but are waylaid by old obligations dating from the time Victoria was a newly made vampire in the City of Lights. There, they suffer the twisted instruction of Father Anatole, a mad vampire who preaches a perverse religion.

Meanwhile, Regina’s father Lord Blake and her fiancé Malcolm Seward pursue leads of their own, intent on finding the wayward girl. They discover fragments of the truth and fall in with the ragtag Society of Leopold, a secret organization of latter-day witch-hunters. Seward travels to Paris where he and the witch-hunters help free Regina and Victoria from Father Anatole’s clutches. In a bitter reunion, Regina reveals to Malcolm that he too has come under the sway of the undead, under the guise of the Taurine Brotherhood—a soldier’s order that has taken him under its blood-stained wing.

Leaving Malcolm behind, Regina and Victoria finally learn that Wellig and Lady Blake were traveling to Vienna. (Little do they know that Lord Blake has followed his own leads there.) Aboard the Orient Express, Victoria confronts Regina with the reality that, knowing the truth of the undead, she must either be enslaved or be remade as one of their number. Owing her escape from Paris to Regina, Victoria cannot abide by enslaving her protégée and so curses her to undeath….


Prologue

Parsa, Achaemenid Persia

Fourth Century B. C.

 

 

In which two fallen gods find comfort in

one another, for a time.


Kemintiri Set’s Daughter came to Parsa with the last tributary processions in the seventeenth year of the reign of the Emperor Artaxerxes III. The spring capital sat in the Zargos Mountains, north from the great road that ran all the way from Sagartian Bampur to Babylon, along the Euphrates into Syria and then south along the coast to the Nile Delta. From all those provinces and many others, the tributes came: Arian and Arachosian leathers, Sogdian horses and swords, Indian gold, Syrian urns and chariots, Ethiopian ivories, Armenian and Arabian textiles. From everywhere came taxes paid in silver talents, along with the finest slaves and the correspondence of satraps and less haughty officials, all expressing worship for the emperor.

Two years before, Artaxerxes’ forces had sailed down the three mouths of the Nile, destroyed the walls of Pharaoh Nectanebo II’s cities and made of Lower Egypt an especially wealthy Persian satrapy. The emperor himself had slaughtered the Apis bull in Memphis, destroying Egypt’s religious power along with its independence.

Kemintiri came to Parsa neither to protest the conquest nor as part of the new province’s tribute. The aging Artaxerxes was not who she had come for. Traveling in a carriage of some splendor, with a full complement of slaves and soldiers of her own, she had come to this mountain city to see a god. For Parsa was not only the spring capital of the largest empire ever to grace the face of the earth, but also the home of that favored creation of Ahura Mazda, the god of warriors and oaths.

Under the great palace was the lair of Mithras.

It was nearing midnight when she made her way up the eastern stairs of the palace toward the vast apadana, the columned audience hall built for Darius the Great two centuries earlier. Torches and braziers bathed the whole palace complex with a yellow and red flickering of light. Two guards—the reportedly immortal soldiers of the empire whom the Greeks called Athanatoi—stood at the top of the stairs and she had little doubt they were strengthened with the blood of the god.

When she reached the top step, the two soldiers crossed their long spears with a loud rap, blocking her way. Neither man said a word.

“Let me pass,” she said, her voice soft as a gentle desert breeze. The spears parted and she walked on.

Three dozen columns, each the height of ten men, held aloft a soaring timber roof framed by yet more colonnades. The stone floor resounded with the slap of her sandals as she walked between the stone pillars. She headed for the south of the audience hall, toward the imperial quarters. She stopped when she sensed a heavy but diffuse presence, like an oncoming storm.

“Those guards will commit suicide for their failing, once they realize it.” The voice was calm and cool, allowing room for neither doubt nor fear. It was the voice of a god.

“Suicide seems a paltry thing for deathless soldiers,” she said. “Like the ocean surrendering a wave, or the desert, sand.”

“Only the corps itself is deathless. Each soldier can still perish, and be replaced by another.”

“I see.” She searched the night for the perfect form that must accompany these words, but the shadows of the apadana hid him even from her gold-hued eyes. “A somewhat paltry immortality compared to that you could offer them.”

A slight laugh, like fine gravel escaping a hidden chute, reached her ears. From the south, she thought. She proceeded through the leftmost of the two doors in that direction and found a tight series of passages. Another Athanatos stood at one juncture, his spear slanted southward to suggest she should proceed in that direction. Would he too die for his god? She supposed they all would, eventually.

The passage opened onto a smaller courtyard, providing a view of the southern part of the sprawling palace city. To her right stood the winter palace built to house the same Darius in whose honor the columned hall she’d just left had risen. Ahead, however, was the more impressive—and more recent—structure of Xerxes, a successor of Darius’s to the throne of Persia. The woman smiled to see the influence of Egypt in the designs. One did not conquer the Nile lest one be conquered by it.

She crossed the courtyard and entered the first great hall, heading for the reception hall that must wait further in. Piles of tribute, arrived throughout the spring, were already stacked along the walls, silent representatives of the tendrils of empire. She paid it no heed.

“The riches of Persia do not interest you,” the voice said. Still she could not quite find its source.

“Reminders of the obvious do not warrant attention.” She entered the receiving chamber beyond the great hall’s southern wall.

A silhouetted form sat atop the towering throne. “And what does, stranger?”

“The presence of an equal,” she said.
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Mithras Bull of Persia and Kemintiri Set’s Daughter kept a compact for seventeen summers. An eyeblink to a creature who had walked the earth for centuries, this time was nevertheless holy to the god of soldiers and victory, for only Kemintiri understood him. Just as he had once been a mortal man, so had she once been a mortal woman, until they had been remade into gods who walked the earth but feared the sun.

Through long winter nights, Mithras regaled Kemintiri with stories of those long-ago times when he had walked under the flaming disc now worshiped in his name. “I was a general,” he told her, “fighting a war against a savage enemy backed by sorcerers and the gods themselves, or so it seemed. For every league we advanced, I lost a hundred men, but for every man I lost, the enemy lost two. Finally, we reached their stronghold. Their witches brought fire from the heavens, but we did not falter. We lined the pass with pikes mounted with our enemies’ heads.

“Their chieftain eluded us, however,” he continued. “We made camp to pillage their goods and use their women, and waited. I knew he would return to face me. When he did, he did not come with wrath but with garlands. ‘I am Vedartha,’ he said, ‘and you have survived where none other have. For this I give you eternity.’ And he remade me into a god.”

Kemintiri told a story much the same, about having been once a priestess, then chosen to enter the being of her own god. She had set forth to claim her own domain and after long wanderings come to Mithras’ side. No King of Victory should be without a queen, she said, and he agreed.

A child was born in Parsa the very night of Kemintiri’s arrival there. Both gods took this to be propitious and made of the boy a project, naming him Noushad, meaning the happily born. Neither had yet remade others as their sires had remade them, and they saw in Noushad the perfect candidate. He would grow to manhood in the palace city, under the watchful eyes of his immortal parents and be remade into the next member of their pantheon. All Persia would one day bow for Noushad, son of Mithras.

Raised in the cult of his erstwhile father, Noushad rose in the ranks starting in his eleventh year. He wore the mask of a raven, then the gown of a bridegroom, as was traditional for the worshipers of Mithras. By his fifteenth year, he had become first a soldier and then a lion in the cult, showing the feline mask to his inhuman parents with pride. Mithras and Kemintiri watched him, well satisfied. They would soon raise the boy to eternal divinity.

In that year, however, he was also first visited by a beauty named Daeva. Pale-skinned and nimble, Daeva bore the name of terrible demons but spoke of the redemption of the soul. She said she kept her name as a reminder of the debased witch she had once been, before she learned to follow the higher word of the prophet Zoroaster, also called Zarathustra. Noushad of course knew of the prophet and his teachings, for the kings and emperors of mighty Persia claimed to follow those same teachings, and so he accepted this newcomer’s friendship.

Over the following years, the boy—now a man—made of Daeva his lover and the girl stood at his side as he became the most influential man in Parsa. She was a faithful companion, pleasing her man at night and leaving him to manly affairs by day. But Noushad knew a sadness lay upon her. “What is the matter, darling?” he asked again and again, but for many months she did not answer.

Finally, as they lay in bed late one evening, Noushad asked again and Daeva finally answered. “It is your father,” she said. “I cannot trust him.”

The prince was shocked. “How can you say that? He is Mithras, favored creation of Ahura Mazda, the King of Oaths, the Great General, the Lord of the Sun. Mithras is all.”

“My eyes tell me so, but my heart does not,” she answered. “When I am at prayer, I see other things.”

“What do you see, my love?” Noushad asked.

“The prophet teaches of the great conflict between good and evil, my love, between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman. Gods and deities are but reflections and instances of this great battle between the Creator and Adversary.”

“But Mithras is the general of Ahura Mazda,” Noushad exclaimed. “He leads the struggle of good against evil!”

“I wish I could believe that,” she answered, “but I fear your father stands on the other side of the battlefield.” The prince tried to object, but she continued. “The prophet teaches us to avoid the presence of dead flesh, but your father’s skin is as cold as the grave. He teaches us to avoid the fast unless to purify ourselves, but your father—who should be the purest of all—avoids all food and drink. Mithras is the King of the Sun but you only see your father at night.”

Noushad spouted the explanations he had long ago learned. His father only appeared at night, for in the day he traveled from east to west across the sky. His flesh was cold for he rested from shining during the day. He would feed from the bounty of sky and the offerings of his followers’ sacrificial blood, but from nothing else. Yet spoken to the troubled face of the woman he found he loved, Noushad’s words sounded hollow even to his own ears.

In the end, they prayed together that night and for several nights to come. When he was ready, the prince approached the emperor of all Persia.

Thus it was one night not long after that when Mithras rose from his holy of holies to find flames licking the sky, while soldiers and priests crowded the court yard. The emperor, the weak-willed Arses, was there and he called on the “false god” to flee. Mithras allowed himself to laugh and prepared to lay this presumptuous potentate low, when he spotted his son nearby. Noushad was dressed simply, having shed all the ritual finery he’d earned over eighteen years.

“Leave now,” the once-prince bellowed. “In the name of all that is good and light, I cast you from this place, creature of darkness. Begone false god! False father!”

Mithras had dreamed of an eternity with his son at his side and the shock of that happy hope crumbling was like a hammer-blow. Rage welled in his cold heart, however, at the thought of his empire stolen from him. He could smell the blood of his own priests put to the sword and he made a step forward to have vengeance on those who would reject him.

That step was agony. Noushad pointed and yelled “Begone. In the name of Ahura Mazda and the prophet Zoroaster, begone!”

The force that came with those words was like flames pushed through brush, hot and unyielding. Mithras turned his back on his son forever. Before he left Parsa altogether, however, he was determined to have his vengeance on the woman who had planted the poison seed in his beloved son’s ear: Daeva.

He found her standing by the road, as if waiting for him.

“You!” he raged. “I will destroy you!”

He grabbed her by her slender throat and raised her off the ground. He was about to throw her onto the cobblestones of the road when an amazement occurred. Daeva’s features shifted and she revealed her true form. Kemintiri smiled at her lover of the last decades.

Mithras fled into the night.


Part One:

Vienna

September, 1888

 

 

In which a mother and daughter

find themselves much transformed.


Chapter One

The woman’s distress rose in a crescendo of rage. Her mouth, once delicate and sophisticated, became a maw of terrible fangs and spat invectives. Those soon gave way to incoherent screams. Her hands tore at her clothing and skin, and swiped at imagined enemies. She darted to and fro like a wild beast and God save the damned soul who got in her way as she circled and cantered in search of prey. She leaped forward, turned suddenly, and scurried back almost the way she had come.

Not three paces from the point at which the madwoman had turned, stood two men who displayed none of the fear or even revulsion others might in such a situation. These gentlemen remained entirely confident in the ability of the thin line of carefully mixed salts to cage this wild-woman. Unlike many dabblers in mysticism and theosophy, they had found their occult arts altogether reliable.

That was all for the good, since both men had surrendered their lives to gain insight into them.

The first man, the taller of the two, went by the name of Ardan Lane. Dressed simply in woolen trousers and a starched white shirt with no collar, his clipped auburn hair and mild face gave him the look of a middle-class man caught in the midst of dressing for the evening. His companion, shorter, rounder and dressed somewhat more formally, was Dr. Edward Bainbridge, visiting from London (as was, in fact, the incoherent woman in the warding circle). An observer who might somehow have gained access to this underground chamber in the vaults below the private Viennese library and college known as Fortschritt—one who might be convinced to ignore the screaming harpy, the occult pattern of salt, and the seven candles (each held in a severed and mummified human left hand)—would have guessed Bainbridge to be the superior of the two. His clothes, his posture, even his language spoke of greater education, standing and refinement.

That theoretical observer would have been wrong.

“I feel I must apologize again for the behavior of my companion’s childe, Mr. Lane.”

“Do not over-dramatize just yet, Herr Doctor,” Lane answered, his English only the slightest bit accented. “It would be a great shame indeed if Fortschritt could not contain one childe temporarily lost to the beastly urges of our blood. This house is the very core of our order, after all.”

“You are too kind, sir,” Bainbridge said. “I am more accustomed to the rather limited resources we have available in London.”

The woman in the binding circle let loose another ululation and frantically turned in tighter and tighter circles. The men watched, seemingly unfazed, and continued their conversation.

“Yes,” Lane said, “I imagine that practicing thaumaturgy in your great city has not been easy these last few years. Your Prince Mithras has never been very welcoming to our sort, not even in long-ago nights.”

“London itself is fertile soil, actually, if only because of the laudable interests among the breathing for all things arcane and occult. Secret brotherhoods and theosophist circles abound, some of them doing very credible research into arts parallel with our own.”

“So I gather, but I think more of the situation among our kindred.”

Bainbridge bowed slightly, conceding a point. “The prince and his proximates do not hide their disdain for us, I’ll admit. We certainly enjoyed a far better position under Mithras’ regent, Lord Valerius. Nevertheless, with a modicum of discretion, we can practice our arts.”

“Your companion Herr Wellig seems dissatisfied with that arrangement.”

Bainbridge smiled. “Quite. As I’m sure he has been explaining to the worthies at council here, matters would be easier if Prince Mithras were to return to whatever distant land he visited for much of the century.”

“Councils and tribunals are conservative beasts, Doctor. No matter how desirable the result, they are unlikely to endorse bold acts that have yet to prove themselves wholly successful.”
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“Tell me, Herr Wellig, just when were you expecting to inform the Fatherhouse about your experiments?” Claas Drescher, magus pontifex in House Tremere, asked his question with a glee that belied his dour Germanic appearance. He drummed his gloved fingers on the oak council table, his thumbs making oddly dull thuds on the wood. Anton Wellig was certain that Drescher was playing to the other two sorcerers sitting in judgment on him more than conducting a serious inquiry.

The council chamber was, Wellig thought, a good fit with the building that housed it. Fortschritt, the head chantry of House Tremere, stood just beyond Vienna’s great ring road and overlooked the site where a mad Hungarian had stabbed Emperor Franz-Josef in the neck thirty years ago. It was a grand, baroque structure. There had been talk of building a church on this site, but that had not come to pass. Instead, this brooding structure had risen. Popular wisdom held that it was a private library sponsored by the Hapsburgs, a story that was half-right. The sorcerous scholars of House Tremere had been collecting lore for longer than the Hapsburgs had been a family and the huge library that took up three levels of the Fatherhouse hid works of such a heretical and blasphemous nature that few even among the damned souls cursed to wander the night between life and death dared consult them.

That, Wellig thought, is the key difference between the Tremere and the rest of the blood-drinkers in the world. Where others fear, the Tremere dare.

Still, such daring coexisted with a vexing structural rigidity. Those who had spat in the eyes of death herself in the darkest nights of the Middle Ages had little tolerance for their juniors straying. The pyramid was a powerful symbol of power and wisdom, but it was also a heavy burden around the neck of those on its bottom levels. Anton Wellig had been the regent of the Lions Green Chantry in County Durham since the Wars of the Roses and thus had done a goodly job of isolating himself from the bite of his superiors. His last visit to Vienna, some twenty-five years ago, had been distinctly friendlier, he felt.

“Mister Wellig?” The speaker was a blond-haired scarecrow of a man who’d introduced himself as Anastasz, apprentice and assistant to the much more powerful magus Claas Drescher. This little Slovene was no threat, but his master was not a warlock to be trifled with. “Might you answer Master Drescher’s question?”

“Yes, of course. I have never made any secret of my work with selective breeding. It was, I believe, those same predilections that led to my initiation into this house.”

Not this house, exactly, he commented to himself. In the faraway nights when he had been a living heretic, the order had still looked to the mountains of Hungary as its center. Despite the quaking fears of youngsters like Anastasz, Vienna was a newcomer to the Tremere.

“We’d thank you for not boring us with platitudes, Regent Wellig,” said the black-haired beauty who sat to Drescher’s left. “There is a difference of some proportion between the cross-breeding of your pets and the results you claim to have accomplished in this childe.”

“Quite so,” said the sycophantic Anastasz. He seemingly spent his nights blindly agreeing with whichever magus he felt ranked highest.

Unfortunately, at this particular instant he’d chosen appropriately. The beautiful woman with the pointed comment was, after all, a nearly peerless magus. She was also the witchwoman who had founded Lions Green during the reign of King Richard and several centuries later ushered Anton Wellig into the mysteries of the blood.

“I respectfully disagree, Lady Meerlinda,” he said, causing a satisfyingly audible gasp in the Slovene child. “I would rather say that little Emiliana is the culmination of my work with the Ducheski line over these last several centuries. I have worked to create a perfect receptacle for the blood and in Emiliana I have done so.”

“And how,” Drescher asked with further finger-rapping, “does this relate to the current condition of the Prince of London?”

“Surely I don’t have to tell you that Mithras bears ill will toward our order?” Wellig knew both Drescher and Meerlinda had spent time in England. They would know the pains of the prince’s biases.

“No,” said Lady Meerlinda, “we are familiar with the prevailing situation.”

“Then you will also understand why I felt it necessary to act,” Wellig said. “Mithras is a creature of very ancient blood and to bring him low required a unique instrument. Emiliana was that instrument.”

He paused for dramatic effect and felt Drescher and his sycophants leaning forward in their seats slightly. Meerlinda gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod, and he continued. “Through the use of a concoction of the prince’s own blood and the preparation of Emiliana as a vessel, I made her both irresistible and poisonous to that ancient despot.”

“You speak as if the obtaining of blood from an ancient such as Mithras were easy,” said Drescher. “How did you accomplish such a feat?”

“Through the application of the lessons of our order, sir: perseverance, daring and judicious research. Just because a task is difficult does not put it out of the grasp of a true magus.”

Drescher bristled at the rebuke and visibly choked back a response. Once his façade of superior calm was restored, the German sorcerer and magus pontifex of the order continued. “Thus, were Mithras to drain this childe of yours…”

“He would assure his own destruction,” Wellig said with some pride. “And the hunger for her blood would be irresistible.”

Drescher smiled. “Mithras is destroyed then?”

“He shall be.”

“There is a great distance between ‘shall be’ and ‘is,’ Herr Wellig. Is your rite so slow to act?”

It was Wellig’s turn to rise to the bait. “No! My ritual was perfect. Had Mithras drunk his fill he would be ash right now.”

“But he did not drink his fill.” Meerlinda’s voice was laced with icy disappointment.

Drescher, in contrast, was quite pleased. “What happened to prevent the fulfillment of your rite, Regent Wellig?”

“Interference from one of the locals. Mithras weakens by the night, however. He will soon be dust.”

“So you say,” said Drescher. “We shall see.”
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The Grand Express d’Orient arrived at Vienna’s Westbahnof at 11:17 on the evening of Wednesday, September 19, 1888, two minutes behind schedule. The delay was caused by an unfortunate rainstorm near the Bavarian border that had forced a reduction of speed that afternoon. The conductor, Monsieur Henri Boisfranc, had increased the speed through the night to make up some of the lost time, and was happy to know that they could afford a full ten minute stop at the Westbahnof, then circle the city at a leisurely pace to be prepared for their scheduled departure from the Hapsburg capital’s more southerly station, the Staatsbahnhof, at precisely one minute past midnight on the 20th. Mr. Nagelmakers, the Belgian founder of the Grand Express, had built his reputation on an unparalleled combination of luxury and punctuality and Boisfranc felt he was living up to that tradition. He paid little attention to the fact that the storm clouds that evening had been an especially sickly shade of green. Such phenomena were not uncommon in Europe this year, and many believed them to be a result of the cataclysmic eruption of the Krakatoa volcano, which although it occurred five years before and a half-world away, had spewed so much ash into the atmosphere it still tinted the skies.

The Grand Express derived its cachet from being a direct train from Paris to Constantinople (although the final leg from Varna was still by ship for the time being), but many of the passengers did not make the whole journey. Indeed, the luxurious accommodations of Mr. Nagelmakers’ famous sleeper cars attracted well-appointed travelers going between points on the line. Thus a goodly number of passengers embarked and disembarked at the major stops, such as Vienna.

One man who remained aboard at Vienna, however, was Jacob Israel Horowitz. Mr. Horowitz had joined the Express in Munich, where he had a successful business as a jeweler and watchmaker. He purchased a ticket as far as Budapest, where his third cousin Abraham was to marry one Sarah Weinstein at the beginning of next month. Jacob hoped also to convince Abraham, at long last, to go into business with him and open up a shop in Pest.

Horowitz was, like many men in his profession, well-traveled and cosmopolitan. His business was built on trust as well as craftsmanship, and he made it his practice to befriend fellow travelers when abroad. As a seller of jewels, he knew also that a woman’s eye was the more refined and that in the majority of cases it was she, and not her husband or lover, who made the ultimate decision as to what was purchased. Jacob noted this fact because he was, as well as a shrewd businessman, a genuine appreciator of women. He had been married once, but his lovely wife Rebecca had died in childbirth and taken their son with her. In his most private heart, he still grieved for them, but in general he had found he quite liked the life of a successful, handsome widower. Blessed with a fine frame and dark, brooding eyes, he had never been at a loss for female companionship.

Thus, when he left his compartment in the second sleeper car soon after sunset on the 19th, intent on heading forward to the dining car for a late-night drink, he was delighted to see the door to the last compartment open to reveal the hint of a female form. Unashamed, he peeked his head around the door to find not one, but two ladies playing cards. They both smiled, and he soon joined them for several hands of speculation, a game popular in England, from which the ladies hailed. Jacob’s English was accented but only slightly broken, and he felt his natural charms and willingness to let the ladies win most tricks stood him in good stead. Their quick smiles and light, happy laughs seemed to prove him right. They kept score on a small pad of paper so helpfully provided by the Grand Express.

Although the women shared a certain similitude in fashion and bearing, even before sitting down he’d decided they were not related by blood. The eldest of the two, who was surely no older than Jacob’s youngest brother, was named Miss Ash and was a beauty indeed, her hair a fiery red and her eyes the deepest green Jacob had seen away from an actual emerald. She introduced her companion as Lady Regina, her ward. This girl was even more to Jacob’s liking: hair and eyes a similarly rich shade of hazel, a slight frame that spoke of womanhood still blossoming, and above all a gaze of the most amazing intensity.

When he learned they were to disembark in Vienna, Jacob resigned himself to enjoying their company for a few hours, but the encounter not graduating to what men of his sort would call an adventure. Perhaps, if he could extricate young Regina from her protector, something more than cards and laughter would be possible, but that seemed unlikely. Still, he thought, the company of two such creatures is far better than a cup of dessert wine alone in the dining car.

As it turned out, he needn’t have worried. A half hour after the train pulled out of the Austrian town of Amstetten, they switched to a game of piquet. Normally a two-player game, Jacob and Lady Regina ended up cooperating against Miss Ash, who sat on the opposite bench from them. Leaning together conspiringly to share their hand of twelve cards, Jacob and Regina were pressed together very pleasantly indeed. Just before entering the station at Saint-Pölten, Jacob experimented with placing a hand on Lady Regina’s lap, feeling her thigh through the petticoats and gown. She reacted by caressing the wool of his own trousers.

The train pulled out of Saint-Pölten after a stop of just under a minute and gave a start when it did. Lady Regina’s hand shot along Jacob’s thigh then and he must have given something away in his expression, because as the train accelerated along the Danube, Miss Ash put down her cards and made to stand up. Jacob was caught between simple disappointment and actual mortification—it was one thing to be a man of the world, it was another to be confronted with having taken liberties with a young aristocrat. When, instead of scolding him, Miss Ash extinguished the compartment’s lamp, folded the train-table away, and slipped onto the bench beside Jacob so that he was caught between these two delightful creatures, he thought he had been granted access to some heretofore unguessed heaven. When Lady Regina’s surprisingly cool lips brushed against his neck, and Miss Ash’s gloved hand traveled up his chest, that impression was confirmed.

Jacob Israel Horowitz awoke in his own compartment, before dawn the next morning. His tie was undone, along with several buttons of his shirt, and what roused him from slumber was the shrill voice of a portly Hungarian countess explaining to him, in no uncertain terms, that she had the ticket for this compartment and that he must disembark within the next few minutes, lest she call the conductor. They had, it seemed, arrived in Budapest.

He pushed past the countess and out the door, weak at the knees and half-convinced his nocturnal encounter had been a feverish dream brought on by too much wine. He could not resist, however, sticking his head into the next compartment. It was empty, save for a pad of Grand Express paper, lying on one bench and showing the score for several hands of speculation. Although he was late for his cousin’s wedding, was thought to be suffering from some anemic condition by his relatives, and failed to expand his business into Budapest, Jacob would forevermore remember that trip and a glorious adventure.

“English women,” he would say in later years, among men who had known the world, “are the finest of them all.”
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“How many others?” Regina Blake’s question broke a twenty-minute span of silence, during which time the carriage she was riding in had made its way along Mariahilfer Strasse from the western suburbs of Vienna, heading toward the city’s heart. The question was directed at the striking, red-haired woman sitting opposite her in the carriage.

“Pardon?” Victoria Ash, the redhead, glanced at her traveling companion, but kept her attention focused on the street scene passing them by. It was past midnight but the streets were hardly empty—they were heading into the theater district and the factory workers and other laborers were giving way to well-heeled gentlemen and their less reputable female companions. If anything, Viennese nightlife was more populated than that in Paris or London.

“Have you made,” Regina completed. “How many others have you remade?” Her hand traveled to her neck, unmarked despite the fact that the other woman’s sharp teeth had pieced a major artery there.

Victoria’s attention returned to Regina. “Only one, and he is no longer with us.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“That my Ethan met his end years ago, or that I would have the self-control not to bring others across as I have you?”

“Ethan. Tell me about him.”

Victoria’s green eyes held Regina in their gaze for several long moments before she spoke again. “He was a musician, the son of a planter in the Georgia colony, in the years King George was making a mess of North America. He fancied himself a patriot, in fact.”

“An American.”

“Yes, quite. His brother attended their Continental Congress, unless I’m mistaken. By that time, Ethan was no longer the man his family knew.”

Regina tried her best to return Victoria’s cold gaze. “He was undead.”

“Yes. Remade by my blood as I have remade you.”

Regina swallowed and fought to keep the nausea of memory from overwhelming her. Remade was such a cold descriptor for the metamorphosis she’d undergone on the train from Paris. Could such a simple word encompass the horror and pleasure of having one’s blood drained by a creature risen from the grave? Of feeling the darkness of death fall only to discover a fiery hunger that rips at the heart and draws the body from the reaper’s grip? Of a hunger for warm and living blood?

“My dear girl,” Victoria said, piercing the gauze of recollection over Regina’s senses, “you haven’t yet had time to recover.” The redhead reached over to stroke Regina’s cheek with her gloved hand. Her thumb traced the line of the girl’s lips, gently pressing the soft flesh against the hardness of a dagger-sharp canine that had sprouted from tender gums.

“Oh,” Regina said, raising her own hand to feel at these pointed newcomers that felt so natural in her mouth. Her tongue seemed to dance around them, allowing for unimpeded speech.

“They will withdraw when you relax, my dear.” Victoria smiled, revealing teeth only slightly sharper than normal. “Like a cat’s claws.”

Regina tried to keep her lips from drawing up, but did not grow quiet. “What happened to Ethan?”

“What happens to so many of us. The years crept by and he saw all that he had known transformed. His affection for a newborn nation had a cheering effect on him certainly, but Georgia is not England and Savannah was most certainly not London.” Victoria looked out the window of the carriage at the façade of a large baroque church, where a lone woman was kneeling before the closed doors, seemingly in prayer to the Virgin Mary depicted over the entrance. “There was no crowd in which to become lost, no anonymity of the great capitals. He avoided close contacts, and traveled to Richmond and the North at times, but he could not help but keep a close eye on those he’d left behind in the daylit world.”

“But surely the proximity of family was a comfort to him?”

“At first, yes, and he certainly took pride in their prosperity. It wasn’t so long, however, before a reversal of fortune occurred. In a single winter, he saw two nephews die in duels over the fate of the plantation he’d helped secure, and watched his youngest sister—whom he had known as a baby—succumb to the infirmity of old age.”

“How long had it been?”

“For his sister, a lifetime. For him, not nearly long enough. It was that spring that he greeted the dawn.”

“Suicide,” Regina said, her voice chilled.

Victoria answered with a patina of callousness over a core of melancholy. “Such acts do not seem so sinful, once you’ve tasted lifeblood and played with devils. Not so sinful at all.”

Regina thought of the sweet tang of Jacob Horowitz’s blood and held her tongue.

The carriage, which they’d hired out of the Westbahnof, carried on for another quarter-hour, finally pulling up into the great Ringstrasse, or ring road. Anxious for a distraction from thoughts of her condition, Regina looked down the broad avenue which, according to what she had read, encircled the historic heart of the Hapsburg capital. Really a connection of several grand streets, the Ringstrasse was framed by baroque buildings and fine parks and was the pride of the Austrian city. In Paris, Regina had seen the straight lines of the grands boulevards of the Second Empire, and the rising framework of Mr. Eiffel’s tower. In London, she’d walked among the architectural wonders of the Great Exhibition, the Embankment and imposing public places of Victoria’s metropolis. Judging by her view from the carriage as it turned onto the ring road proper, the Ringstrasse surpassed them all. This was an architectural vision fully realized, an urban showcase designed to display the wealth and wonder of a grand capital. From the soaring spires of churches to the great opera house and the palace of Emperor Franz-Josef, the ring virtually vibrated with a beauty that bordered on marvel. It was no great leap to imagine the music of Beethoven, Mozart, Strauss, Haydn and other masters of the past and present wafting on the pleasant autumn breeze that caught Regina’s upturned face.

The carriage finally came a halt in front of the opera house itself, a Neo-Renaissance marvel that soared above the avenue. Climbing several stories, the façade was set back from the street, letting Regina see its full splendor as she descended from the cab. Victoria handed several coins to the driver and headed toward the great hall. Two fountains gurgled in the center of fine, grassy squares flanking the opera house proper, which was made of ecru sandstone with a green copper roof. Intricate moldings and statuary made of a building contemporary with the giant steel-and-glass constructs of modernity, a rich, classical temple to music and drama. In fact, statues depicting drama and other operatic qualities stood guard over the main entrance, and Regina had the distinct impression she was entering sacrosanct ground. Gas and electric lights filled the echoing entrance hall with a light golden to the point that it seemed the staircase might lead to the throne of a new Midas rather than the foyer of the great concert hall.

This temple was not without its parishioners, either. The sustained murmuring din of a large crowd surrendered to a thousand polite whispers floating through the air. Men in the finest evening attire and women in gowns of silk and brocade overflowed from the upstairs foyers, and more than a few in the hall turned to take in the two women entering during what was obviously an intermission.

“Are we looking for anyone in particular?” Regina scanned the crowd on the off chance of finding a familiar face. They had come to Vienna in search of her mother, and she’d never forgive herself if they did not find her.

“No,” answered Victoria, who seemed to pay little heed to the attentions of the crowd. “We are here to be seen. Those to whom we need to speak will find us. I hope.”

Regina did not care for the lack of certainty in that last comment.
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“Your presence tonight poses certain problems, Miss Ash, Miss Blake.” The minister’s accent, although clearly Germanic, was not at all heavy. He had the pleasant, worldly tone of a diplomat, and looked the women in the eyes when addressing them. He only glanced once at two ivory-colored visiting cards bearing the women’s names in crisp script.

Victoria raised an eyebrow. “Lady Regina and I have no desire to cause any disturbances, Herr Mikel. We only thought it best to see to tradition and present ourselves to the archduke.”

Regina gazed at the minister and had a difficult time believing that he, like herself, was anything other than a breathing mortal. And his archduke was no child of Emperor Franz-Josef, but another vampire potentate like those she had encountered in London and Paris. I have crossed fully into this doppelganger world, she thought.

“Yes, of course,” Mikel said, “and that diligence is appreciated, but I must make clear that visitors from Paris are not entirely welcome in these times.”

“As I’m sure you’ve detected, sir,” Regina put in, “we are English, not French.”

Herr Mikel gave her a smile. “Nevertheless. We are preparing for the ball season, and Archduke Leopold is concerned about matters of population. We wouldn’t want to see the city overrun with the wrong element.”

“Are you informing us that Vienna will not extend us her welcome?” Victoria shifted slightly on the divan. “Where is the hospitality the archduke has become so famous for? I am, I must say, shocked.”

The Austrian minister lifted his gloved hand in a calming gesture. “Please, Miss Ash, you read scandalous rudeness out of simple caution. The walls around Vienna were torn down decades ago and we make an especial effort to welcome guests from across the civilized world. I shall carry your cards to His Highness.”

“Thank you, Herr Mikel.” Victoria bowed her head ever so slightly when she said it.

Regina followed suit a split-second later, bowing deeper to compensate for the delay. “You are most generous.”

“Come,” he said, getting up, “the second act is about to begin and I think I shall regain my seat for it.”

Just as he left the small tearoom they’d retired to for their discussion, the minister turned to give one last comment. “Do remember, ladies, that the mark of a civilized guest is not overstaying her welcome.” He closed the paneled door behind him, cutting off the rising music of Beethoven’s Leonore Overture No. 3.

“I imagine Herr Mikel would apologize very politely before fitting one for the gallows pole,” Regina said, after a few moments had passed.

“More likely,” Victoria answered, “he would assure us he was busy reviewing the injustice of our case before sending word to the hangman to speed us along.”

“We came here not so much to be granted leave but to be seen, then.”

Victoria smiled, a flicker of delight piercing her mask of poise. “Quite. Vienna welcomes many visitors among our kindred and for the archduke’s minister to reject one out of hand would be unseemly. We can be sure that our welcome here will be short-lived, however.”

“Then we had best be about our business. Have you any sense of where Mother might be found?”

Victoria smiled again, this time tinged with melancholy. “Your zeal does you credit, my dear, but we have a few matters to attend to first. Most importantly, it is well on toward dawn and we still do not have shelter in this city.”

Regina turned and strolled to the tall, broad window of the tearoom, which looked out over the elegant boulevard outside. They were on one of the upper levels and it was easy to see across Opernring, over the facing buildings, and to look at the starlit sky. In as little as four hours, she realized, that sky would turn from black, through purples, reds and pinks, to blue. The thought of the sun—whose warmth on a summer day she’d once so treasured—now sent a chill deep into her bones that caused her to shiver.

Victoria approached and laid a hand on Regina’s collared neck. “There, there, my dear.”
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They did, ultimately, find shelter for that first day in Vienna. The opera-goers dispersed relatively quickly after the final curtain of the late-night, preseason performance of Fidelio. Regina moved through the crowd of gowned ladies and top-hatted gentlemen, while Victoria scanned the assemblage. “There,” she whispered eventually, pointing to a rakish man, one who seemed without female companionship. He was exchanging pleasantries with a couple and another lone man, and although he was too far away and the din of the crowd too loud for her to overhear, Regina was quite certain he was wishing them goodnight.

By the time the two women had descended the broad, red-carpeted stairway to the main lobby, the man was already slipping out the front doors onto Opernring. Regina lost track of her companion for a moment when she slipped by a heavyset woman in an exquisite robe who exuded a subtle perfume of jasmine. The scent triggered a stunningly powerful memory in Regina, of sitting in the drawing room of the family’s Cairene house as a young girl. Her mother had worn that same scent, obtained from who knew what perfumer in Cairo or London. For just a second, Regina became convinced that her lost mother was in the crowd and turned to find her, to no avail. She picked up her pace to catch up with Victoria, who was heading for the door.

What is it about smell, of all the senses, she wondered, that triggers such memories? She could still see, in her mind’s eye, the light coming through the muslin drapes of that sitting room, small motes of dust dancing in the sunbeam. It filled her with melancholy.

“Come quickly, our host is getting away.” Victoria slipped out the door and onto the busy square that fronted the opera house. Regina was now right behind her. “Focus,” Victoria said. “We must catch him.”

Regina scanned the crowd as best she could, looking for the man Victoria had pointed out. As in England, almost all the men wore the same basic attire of black eveningwear, although scarves of white and red silk were more common as flourishes here. Queen Victoria’s penchant for mourning attire had obviously not percolated to Hapsburg society. The women were in extravagant and colorful gowns and it was difficult to pick one man from another, especially as Regina had seen this gentleman only in passing.

Damnation, Regina thought, an unfamiliar pang of hungry frustration in the pit of her stomach. A long line of carriages was waiting on Opernring, footmen and valets moving to and fro to guide their aristocratic masters to the right transport. A couple who must have been Hapsburg royalty—the man walking slightly behind the woman, an indication that she was the highest born—was the center of attention and none dared make for their transports before these did. Their carriage was as well-appointed as they, featuring a team of four white horses and elaborate fixtures in silver and brass. The boulevard proper was a snarl of carriages and wagons waiting for the royals to depart.

Regina wondered whether she was seeing the exit of some mortal archduchess or one of the undead masters of Vienna’s own night society.

Not all the crowd seemed content to wait their turn in the snarl of horse and buggy. Others were filtering out around the back of the waiting passengers and taking their chances on foot. Regina imagined there were hotels, cafés and clubs within easy walking distance and certainly there would be other places at which to hail a hansom cab (or the Viennese equivalent thereof). She scanned the dispersing crowd, looking for the man. He’d been wearing… what? She searched her memory and surprised herself by coming up with details: A red scarf and cravat flourished with bands of gold. Yes, and a cane of some sort. Ivory.

There. He was heading around to the eastern side of the Opera House, walking at a leisurely pace. She tapped Victoria gently at the elbow and the other woman gave a slight smile. They made to follow.

He skirted the grassy square that sat at the southeastern corner of the Opera House, taking the time to look up at the fountain in its center and the carved figure of a bare-breasted beauty sitting on a rocky pedestal that formed its top. He comically tipped his hat to that stony siren and headed north up Kärntner Strasse, along the theater’s eastern façade.

He was hardly the only one to take this route, but neither was the sidewalk choked with people. This made it easy for Victoria and Regina to follow, keeping enough distance to not be obvious without losing him in the crowd. At the corner after the Opera House, Philharmonikerstrasse, he seemed to hesitate. The two women got closer and Regina had to admit that although he was not quite of the stalwart military type that had always appealed to her, he was a tasty morsel indeed.

Seeming to have made up his mind, he headed across Philharmonikerstrasse, angling west so that he quickly disappeared behind the Opera House. Regina felt a little tickle of panic and picked up her pace. Victoria laid a hand on her arm.

“Give him a little distance, my dear,” she said. “Our rabbit won’t get away so easily.”

The comment brought Regina up short. She realized she’d been treating the man as an object to be had, as prey. The pursuit—the hunt—sent a tingling thrill through her, quickly followed by a backwash of nausea. She felt as if she were on the deck of a ship, gripped by motion sickness. Suddenly chilled, she followed Victoria.

When they got to the corner, they could see him entering an establishment facing the back of the Opera House. The whole block was taken up by the façades of five-story buildings that might well be apartments for the well-to-do. The central façade featured on its ground floor larger windows on either side of the central door and from these, the light and chatter of a restaurant or café in full swing was emanating. On the balcony two stories above the central door—through which their “rabbit” was entering—twin signs declared the establishment to be the Hotel Sacher.

They crossed Philharmonikerstrasse and entered the Sacher’s front door not a minute after the man they pursued. The ground-floor café occupied two rooms on either side of the entrance, while heading forward brought the women into the hotel lobby. A red-clad doorman nodded at them as they entered. The man in the red and gold cravat was heading deeper into the hotel, presumably toward his room or another salon.

“This way, little rabbit.” Victoria’s voice was barely a whisper, although one full of forbidden pleasures.

Victoria’s blood had remade Regina into one of the undead, and even before then, the two women had shared blood several times. Although the iron bonds of loyalty that experience had imposed had been loosened by the traumas of their visit to Paris, Regina still felt very much connected to the vampire who had Embraced her. Thus, even though Victoria’s invitation was directed to the man they’d been following, Regina felt much of its eldritch nature. A cool chill rose up her spine and a heat spread across her throat and chest. She had been looking at the man, but now it seemed foolish not to gaze at this siren beside her.

She was still looking when she heard a man’s voice say, “Entschuldigen Sie, Fräulein? Bin ich… kann ich… “ The man they’d been chasing was standing there, awkwardness and desire clear in his face.

Victoria spoke easily. “Sprechen Sie Englisch, mein Herr?”

“Ja,” he said. “Yes. A little. I am Baron Matthias Grünwald.” He bowed awkwardly. “Do we know one another?” His distraction was delicious.

Victoria smiled and indicated Regina. “My companion, Lady Regina Blake.”

“A pleasure,” he said. When he looked at Regina it was as if he had not yet noticed her. He smiled and blushed slightly, clearly pleased at the discovery.

“And I am Miss Ash. I was wondering if you might show us to our rooms, Herr Grünwald.”

A momentary confusion played itself over Grünwald’s features, quickly replaced by a wave of nervous pleasure. “Of… Of course. Please follow me.”

They headed for the stairs, and Regina barely noticed that her nausea was completely gone.


Chapter Two

Gareth Ducheski had never been handsome. He had been a gangly, awkward child and he grew into a rail-thin man of too-great height. His face was pinched and his nose overlong, giving him the aspect of a serpent or vulture. His skin also had not formed in quite the standard fashion, fusing certain parts of his anatomy. Both his small toes were joined to the adjacent digits, and there was too much flesh under his left arm, meaning he could not raise that limb higher than shoulder height. His gonads, largely absent during childhood, painfully revealed themselves to be imbedded in his right thigh as he entered manhood. Not a handsome man.

None of this had been either a surprise or the subject of much concern among Gareth’s relatives. The Ducheski clan was the home of many and varied physical abnormalities, after all. Eleanor, the great-aunt who most directly supervised Gareth’s upbringing, taught him that the pains in his loins were simply part of the price their family paid for their special destiny. It was the same with the profusion of large moles, like firm black nipples that occasionally lactated pus, that dotted Eleanor’s own torso and back. It was the same with the albinism that had afflicted Eleanor’s brother Michael and the hydrocephaly of Michael’s daughter Maria. Michael and Maria were Gareth’s parents, which technically made Eleanor both his aunt and his great-aunt, but such complex relations were also common among their kin.

Certainly the pain of rejection and mockery as a student first in Manchester and then in London had been difficult at times. The longing for the female flesh forever placed beyond his reach by his twisted genitalia was a hardship as well. Eleanor’s instructions in the secret gifts of their family—the dark, potent humor granted them by the masters—did much to offset this. With the blessings of his blood-more-than-blood, Gareth could make himself strong, could heal wounds to his flesh. He also learned to refine his sense of smell, always acute, into an instrument that would make the finest foxhound jealous.
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