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    NIGHTFALL DRAPED OVER No-Man's-Land like a burial shroud. Men huddled in freezing, wet trenches and stared into the darkness, terrified of what would erupt from it.

    Horror.

    Death.

    Vampires.

    Elbows and rifles rested on the ever-crumbling dirt banks. They stared across the plain at the vague shape of their distant objective, the town of Grenoble, surrounded on all sides by the moon-white Alps. Frigid rain had flooded the trenches and the tramping of thousands of soldiers' feet churned the ground into ragged mud, now iced over from the freezing temperatures. Extremities were victims of frostbite. Every tenth man was already sick, dying, or dead. The only thing that gave them courage as they huddled and shivered in the black and dirty ice was that a legend stood among them.

    Unaffected by the bitter wind blowing through the hand-hewn trenches of dirt and rock, the Greyfriar stood tall and straight, looking into the ebony maw around them. He wore a dark uniform, but from a different age. He sported the short tunic of a Napoleonic Era rifleman with its intricate piping. His grey trousers and high boots spoke of a long-lost dragoon. Over it all, he wore a heavy cloak. His hand rested on the hilt of his rapier. Even though it was the dead of night the Greyfriar wore shaded mirrored glasses and a Bedouin head wrap concealing his features.

    He had walked out of the darkness from a solitary patrol, the only one of them brave enough to wander the wasteland alone. He was the Greyfriar, the mysterious swordsman of the north. He was the consort of Empress Adele. And he could hear whispers from the soldiers, about him and about the empress they loved, as he strode the line.

    Colonel Raheem Roxton weaved through the mass of men and mud until he reached the swordsman's side. The colonel's broad shoulders were hunched and his hands were stiff. His face was streaked with dirt and camouflage paint. “Are you on your way back to command?”

    “No, not yet,” replied Greyfriar.

    “You must enjoy our company then, for I doubt you're lingering here for our moldy rations and rampant dysentery.”

    “No.” His voice was quiet yet insistent. “You are about to be overrun.”

    Roxton went pale. “What do you mean? You saw them?”

    “Yes, they will be here very soon.”

    The colonel went down the line, yelling for a runner. The men around Greyfriar stared up at him with frightened, blackened faces. The swordsman stood on the fire step, a step cut at the bottom of the trench to allow the men to crest the top. He stared toward the city.

    A lone prayer was whispered as a man near Greyfriar pulled out a cross. The men around him made crude comments.

    “Give it a rest, Curwood.”

    “That cross didn't do Matthews any good.”

    “Maybe you should wrap that round your gun barrel to improve your aim.”

    Curwood ignored them while the Greyfriar felt discomfort rise from the words and object of faith. This man's belief forced Greyfriar to slip farther down the line. Curwood endured the glares of his fellow soldiers as they assumed even the famous Greyfriar was embarrassed by such trivial superstition in this world of steel and steam. Prayer hadn't saved the world when the vampires rose up 150 years ago, so why would it protect a terrified man in battle?

    Greyfriar continued to walk down the trench, letting as many men see him as possible. If his presence brought them some semblance of courage, then it was worth the effort before death was upon them.

    He stiffened abruptly. Leaping out onto the bank in a single flex of his legs, he landed effortlessly on its lip, ignoring the slick and precarious ice. His gaze was fixated into the pitch black.

    Men leaned deeper onto the muddy rim and readied their weapons, straining to see or hear what the Greyfriar had, but everything was silent and still. His dark grey cape fluttered in the wind, billowing out over their heads.

    “They are coming,” he told them.

    The phrase swept down the trench as rifle bolts clacked and tensions rose.

    Colonel Roxton climbed out laboriously, slipping and grunting, to stand beside the Greyfriar. “How many?”

    “Thousands,” the swordsman replied, crossing his arms to draw both a rapier and a cutlass from their scabbards with a scraping hiss.

    “Are you sure? I can't see a blasted thing!”

    “Yes.” The rapier pointed above them to the north. “There.”

    As if on cue, flares lofted into the sky about a mile ahead of them, where a brave patrol was scouting. With each phosphorous burst, the darkness receded and hundreds of black shapes born of nightmares were silhouetted briefly before the night swallowed them again. There were so many drifting shadows they nearly blotted out the flashes of light. Precious seconds passed before cannons opened up miles to their rear, near command. The boom of the guns vibrated the ground and the soldiers' breastbones. The artillery pounded the sky in a hailstorm of shrapnel, but Greyfriar could see that they had already lost their chance. Most of the vampires were inside the range of the cannons and they would soon be in the trenches, slaughtering with tooth and claw. The big guns couldn't adjust fast enough against such a swift adversary.

    Greyfriar turned to Roxton. “Make ready. They're here.”

    Out of the darkness erupted fanged monsters. A wave of vampires dropped from the sky. Men screamed as they met an enemy that many had only read about but all feared. The screaming was lost in the terrible roaring of the artillery, but it could be seen in the soldiers' faces.

    The men fired wildly into the air, but the enemy was already among them and rifles were better used as truncheons. There was a scramble for trench weapons as savage hand-to-hand combat commenced. Bone-crushing maces and spiked clubs lifted and fell, short swords thrust at shapes, but still the troopers were hard-pressed to hold back the advancing wave with such crude instruments.

    Greyfriar rushed forward, leaping over the trench and into the air. His rapier slashed through pale flesh and limbs. He twisted in midair, landing on the precarious lip of the hollowed-out earth. Claws snagged his cloak, ripping it from his back. He spun and the steel blade sliced through the top of the skull of the nearest vampire. His cloak and the beast dropped to the bloody dirt.

    More creatures settled to the ground around him, fast, darting, but his swords were blinding and they tore through the enemy, a blur even to vampire eyes. His blades arced back and forth, both in front and behind. With a graceful spin, he swept his cutlass low and forced the vampires up and back. One vampire dove at a human below him in the trench, and Greyfriar's cutlass struck deep, wedging itself in the vampire's shoulder, preventing the killing stroke, but only just. The vampire turned on him, pulling the cutlass from his hand, its razor-sharp claws slicing forward with intent to gut him. Each blow landed on Greyfriar's rapier, and for a moment he struggled against the onslaught. The vampire came at him with its dark power surging hot. Greyfriar matched the enemy's incredible speed. The two combatants battled in a macabre dance.

    Then the creature vaulted away, executing an immense leap that brought it onto another soldier. Vicious claws sliced into the human. Greyfriar couldn't save the man as two more vampires challenged him.

    A wave of fire boiled so close that Greyfriar was momentarily blinded. He felt claws rip across his hip. The heat from the nearby flamethrower separated Greyfriar from the cadre of vampires circling him, his adversaries consumed by the hot flames. The heat drove him back also, but it only gained him a brief respite.


    Four vampires hurtled out of the returning darkness in a calculated rush, two from the air and two from opposite sides. Greyfriar raised a pistol, and the crack of the shot split the air. The first vampire was flung back into the dim night, its face gone. Greyfriar ducked under the swipe of the second one and it sped past into the trench, falling upon a human. Greyfriar swore and swung his rapier. It sung as it moved in a wide arc. One vampire pulled its attack at the last minute, but the blade caught the second one across the throat. Red spewed forth, black as ink, and was lost in the mud at their feet. Its clawed hand clutched its weeping throat and it fell to its knees. Greyfriar kicked the dying creature to the ground and raced forward toward the escaping one and drove his sword point into the heart of his enemy, twisting it violently. The vampire convulsed once and then fell face forward as Greyfriar yanked out his weapon.

    The smell of blood rose up in his nostrils. It was everywhere.

    The first break of day spilled over the crest of the mountain, but there was no cheer from the men. Those still alive fought on, seeing their horrific adversaries now in the thin light of day. The battle was going poorly, but the Equatorians refused to give up. They knew they were trapped.

    Greyfriar darted forward to fight with a circle of men trapped outside the trenches. Vampires swarmed the soldiers, who struggled to retreat and re-form their square as comrades dropped. The men's weapons were trained up and out to cover ground and air.

    The vampires pulled back, lifting into the sky and floating back toward Grenoble. Humans stood shocked for a moment, and then men slumped to the ground. Some laughed and some wept as soft snowflakes began to fall.

    Black smoke drifted across the sea of blood-soaked mud and dying flesh. The morning light shone on the wet earth covered with corpses so thick that it was difficult to recognize each sullied shape.

    Greyfriar walked along the edge of the trench. His mouth grew grim beneath his headwrap. This was not glorious fighting. This was not heroic adventure. This was slaughter. Thousands of dead humans stretched out around him. He had saved only a handful.

    He spied the man called Curwood, still alive, huddled in the mud, clutching his cross and a broken mace. His comrades lay dead around him. Perhaps the rest of the company shouldn't have been so quick to discount the power of faith.

    The shaking soldier looked up with streaks of blood on his face. “I fought them, sir. Fought for the empress.”

    Greyfriar gave the young man a quick nod. “Well done. You will have the chance to fight again soon.”

    The war with the vampires was dragging into its fifth month. And the humans were losing.
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    OILY SMOKE AND thick fog the colors of blood and snow engulfed Grenoble. The city was situated on the confluence of two rivers, the lion and serpent, the Drac and the Isère. To the right of the lion, a huge human army huddled on the rolling countryside south of the city, now largely stripped of trees. The sprawling camp was hemmed in by the river on the west and by steep mountain cliffs on the other side.

    In the frozen filthy trenches, numb fingers clutched steel weapons as the breath of men hung in the air, mixing with the smoke drifting over the machine-gun nests whose guns had just stilled. Eyes were raised overhead, scanning the grey sky for the slightest hint of shadows.

    General Mehmet Anhalt emerged from his command bunker dug deep into the frozen earth. He was relatively short and stocky, but moved with vigor and agility. He was Gurkha, olive-skinned and clean-shaven, reserved and calm. He wore a heavy wool coat over a uniform, tattered but kept pressed as sharply as possible, with mud-caked boots and a peaked helmet whose khaki wrap was showing wear.

    Anhalt made his way through the trench system, eight feet below the surface of the hard ground. Some stretches of the trenchworks were covered with metal sheeting or rough wood planks to help shield the soldiers from the claws of the enemy, but most of the network was open to the sky. Even in the thin morning light, the muddy gashes were places of unhealthy shadow and stench.

    Anhalt's helmet bore the scarab badge marking him as the holder of the revived title of sirdar, lord commander of the Imperial Equatorian Army, and commander in chief of the Grand Expeditionary Force in Europe. He strode past infantry troopers, some of whom stood and saluted, while others merely stared or nodded a greeting while continuing to smoke or preparing meager breakfasts while huddled around makeshift braziers trying to warm themselves. He hopped onto the fire step next to a young man, trembling either from the cold or nerves, with his head down on his arm. The boy looked up wearily and his eyes widened at the unexpected sight of the general standing next to him. Anhalt saw fear in the boy's face, and not just the reasonable fear of war. The trooper was drenched in terror.

    No matter how strongly the command staff had attempted to indoctrinate the soldiers that the enemy was nothing more than a subspecies of humanity, bloody myths and spook stories crowded the Equatorian mind. Lectures in the sunbaked camps of Egypt were one thing; grey shadow creatures flitting unnaturally through the icy air of Europe were quite another.

    Anhalt placed a hand on the trooper's shoulder, and through the khaki tunic more suited for desert service than the Alpine winter, he felt the roughness of chain mail. Many troopers wore mail, akin to the knights of old, because it afforded some protection from the claws of the vampires even though it hampered movement and agility. The general exchanged a brief smile with the young man, who stilled his trembling and stared with renewed resolve over the battlefield.

    Through his field glasses, Anhalt saw that a light blanket of wet, heavy snow lay everywhere, partially shrouding bodies, both human and vampire. The eastern light was just appearing over the mountain peaks, illuminating the aftermath of another long, bloody night of fighting.

    Anhalt dropped back into the trench and moved quickly toward the artillery command on the eastern flank of the sprawling Equatorian encampment. He eventually climbed out of the man-made canyons onto level ground where lines of eighteen-pound cannons were placed, surrounded by sandbags and earthen bulwarks. He approached Colonel Eugene Mobius, who sat outside a tent, sipping a metal cup of steaming tea. Mobius rose and saluted sharply. He was a tall, thin man with close-cropped brown hair and a long jaw. He rotated a shoulder, which made his chain undershirt clank and grind. He was a capable soldier, and directed the artillery units with much discipline and rigor.

    “We gave them a thrashing they won't soon forget,” Mobius proclaimed loudly, more for the morale of the men within earshot than for the sirdar. They both knew that they had barely held their line under the last vampire assault.

    Anhalt merely nodded, his expression giving no indication as to his disposition. He climbed onto a berm thrown up in front of the cannons, and stared at the distant mist-shrouded roofs and steeples of Grenoble, which were beginning to glow orange in the rising sun. On the scarred plains between the glistening city and Anhalt's icy observation post, ghostly shades of trench-coated soldiers drifted across the field, searching for dying or dead companions.

    Colonel Mobius joined him and said, a bit more quietly, “Our odds would improve, sir, if we could pound the bloody beasts to soften them up.”

    “You've read the Order of Battle, Colonel. And we've discussed this at length. An artillery barrage will do little more than waste ammunition and kill the humans we are trying to liberate. Vampires can easily rise above your falling shells.”

    Mobius scowled. “I'm more concerned with safeguarding the humans in Equatorian uniforms than those wandering Grenoble.”

    Anhalt turned to his officer with eyes smoldering. He did not deign to reply because he knew that, despite his words, Mobius wasn't trying to imply that Anhalt didn't care about his troops; the artillery colonel was outspoken and not always with clear forethought. As long as Mobius kept it between the two of them, Anhalt could absorb a little potential insubordination under such harsh conditions.

    Mobius spat onto the ground, undeterred by his commander's clear anger. “I can't conceive why we're so concerned for these near-men. They're nothing more than herds. It's a known fact.”


    “The Northern Reports say otherwise. You read them.”

    “I did. They were required for command staff. But can those reports be believed? The General Staff didn't place much stock in them.”

    “Our empress wrote them. Therefore, we trust them completely. Is that understood?”

    The colonel muttered, “The empress isn't out here, is she?”

    “Damn it, Colonel!” Anhalt drew close to the startled officer. “When you have endured a quarter of the hardship and horror that Her Majesty has, I would welcome your opinion on it. Until then, you had best keep your snide comments related to the empress to yourself, certainly in my presence.”

    The colonel stared at the ground. “I understand, Sirdar. It's simply an option. It's said that the Americans aren't so careful of what they blow up. It's said that Senator Clark is rapidly gaining ground against the vampires in the old United States.”

    “Gaining ground is simple. Holding ground is difficult. And I do not care how Senator Clark and his American Republic fight their war. Their way is not the Equatorian way, which was made clear when our empress refused to marry the senator last year. Our empire pursues other options. That's the end of it.” Anhalt's tone made it clear that discussion was at an end. He would brook no further argument on the matter, so Mobius wisely let it drop.

    Abruptly, the whitening sky darkened as vampires darted out of the cold and miserable mist. Shouts of alarm went down the ranks as soldiers raised weapons and prepared to answer the attack yet again.

    Colonel Mobius shouted, “Man your guns! Look lively! Shrapnel shells!” Crews scrambled to the cannons, and his arm rose and fell with each resounding order of “Fire!”

    Flak peppered the sky, concussion and shrapnel pushing back the vampires momentarily. Only those creatures that took a direct hit fell to the ground in pieces, while the rest continued their attack.

    “Get some men on the shriekers.” Anhalt pointed to several two-foot brass boxes mounted nearby on rough wooden poles.

    Mobius shook his head. “They're broken or frozen up. Haven't worked for days.”


    The men outside the perimeter struggled back toward the lines with the wounded and dead. But the vampires were too many and too fast. They dropped out of the sky and fell hard onto the backs of those who had been brave enough to step out into No-Man's-Land. Soldiers died instantly in a shower of blood and bone. Those remaining ran harder. Those who carried the dead abandoned their fallen comrades and helped with the wounded, desperately trying for safety. As the terrified men closed the distance to the trench line, machine-gun nests added to the din of artillery. The spray of bullets ripped many vampires to pieces.

    “Battery Four! Adjust azimuth twenty-one degrees!” Colonel Mobius shouted with field glasses pressed to his eyes. His voice boomed as loud as his artillery. For those beyond its reach, others repeated orders down the line. Gunners paused to wheel their barrels up, unable to see the new wave looming in the distance. The double-barrels of the eighteen-pounders rhythmically churned out shell after shell.

    “They're still coming,” Mobius informed his superior, gesturing toward the city where shapes continued to swarm out from the Bastille fortress lost in the white fog of winter high on the rocky cliffs of the Chartreuse mountain range just behind Grenoble.

    There was a moment of silence before General Anhalt ordered, “Use the combustion flak.”

    Mobius's eyebrow rose and he swallowed hard. “The wind is light enough. I suppose it's either that or be overrun.”

    “We will not be overrun.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    Word was passed down the line, and special bright brass shells were brought up. They were loaded in place of the normal shrapnel shells. Scrawled on the casings were pictures and slogans depicting the death and hatred of vampires. “Suck This!” “Back to the Grave!” “From Empress Adele, Greetings!”

    Also brought up were fifteen long wooden poles that each held a slender warhead. The warheads were rocket-shaped and contained black powder for propulsion and a generous amount of combustible oil. They had a range of about two miles, were notoriously inaccurate, and the men handled them gingerly because they also tended to explode prematurely.


    The Fourth Battery resumed its barrage, lobbing the new shells high to explode over the battlefield; but instead of vicious metal fragments, they spewed a yellow fog that hovered like a gaseous blanket. The wind was light, so the gas cloud remained relatively steady over many square miles between the Equatorian lines and Grenoble.

    The vampires didn't seem to care as they darted in and out of it, unafraid, laughing almost.

    Anhalt nodded and Mobius commanded, “Fire rockets!”

    The artillerymen standing beside each of the slender poles applied fire to the ends and the rockets began to sputter. Tails wiggled for a couple of seconds, and then they darted along the length of the poles and up into the sky.

    The first rocket flared too high and exploded in a dazzling display of red flame, but none of the sparks made it to the slowly drifting gas. Another rocket went wild and slammed back onto the bleak field tumbling this way and that, propelled forward along the ground in a frenzied dash toward an unknown target. Luckily, it didn't swing back toward the trenches. Finally a third rocket hit nearer the mark, just short of the cloud, but flame caught the edge of the yellow haze. The atmosphere ignited with a loud whoosh. The flames billowed out and over the vampires floating near the cloud. Anhalt watched as the shroud of fire roared above the field. Waves of heat washed over the soldiers, fanning cheeks and exposed skin, making them red and prickly.

    At least a hundred vampires were caught in the firestorm. Their screams echoed in the howl of the flames. They writhed and dropped from the sky like charred bits of smoldering ash.

    Soldiers cheered.

    Abruptly the wind altered, bringing a rush of ice crystals down the side of the looming mountain to their right. The flaming gas cloud shifted and began to descend toward the Equatorian lines with a sickening lurch.

    “Take cover! Take cover!” Anhalt shouted as he ran toward a bunker.

    Gunners ran for covered trenches. Soldiers in open holes and ditches, far away from protective warrens, drew fire-retardant tarpaulins over their heads or simply pressed face-first into the frozen mud, praying that they'd survive without burning or suffocating.

    Anhalt stopped at the door to the bunker, guiding soldier after soldier ahead of himself. The looming wall of heat sucked the very air away. Anhalt listed dizzily as he waved a stumbling straggler past. He ignored shouts, spying another band of soldiers running madly toward him. He knew they weren't going to make it, but still he urged them on. The sky grew red. He could smell his own hair burning. Just before the flames fell, he was yanked inside and the steel door slammed shut before him. A roar boomed and the door rattled with such force that screws and hinges shook loose. Vibrant heat filled the underground narrows.

    The man gripping Anhalt's arm stumbled to one knee, so the commander pulled the man deeper into the damp tunnel.

    “What do you think you were doing, man?” said Anhalt, leaning the cowled figure back against the dirt wall.

    “I will ask you the same question,” was the unsteady reply from Greyfriar, who lifted a shaking hand to his mask to ensure it was still in place.

    “The wind shifted. I had to get my men under cover.” Anhalt shook his head angrily. “I left some of them behind.”

    Greyfriar straightened, feeling his strength flood back into his limbs as the heat abated. “You should have entered first. You are the war chief.”

    “I am no more important than anyone else here.”

    “Adele would disagree. She told me to look out for you.”

    Anhalt gave a smile. “Funny. I've been charged with the same thing. With you.”

    “Then we both have our work cut out for us.” Greyfriar glanced back toward the steel doors, which glowed red around the edges.

    “Damn infernal weapon,” Anhalt muttered. “We caught them unaware, but we'll be lucky if they fall for it a second time.”

    “They won't.”

    Anhalt regarded Greyfriar again. “Were you injured?”

    “You make it challenging, but no. I'm fine.”

    Anhalt could almost see the toothy smile of the vampire behind the cowl. He would have never expected humor to be part of the creature's repertoire. He was finding that many things he thought about vampires were gross misconceptions. He wondered how many of his officers and men would feel the same way if they knew Greyfriar's secret. Few enough, he suspected.

    Greyfriar said, “I'm lucky. I was coming in from the northern lines when the screams of those, what do you call them, rockets, gave me warning. Though they set my teeth on edge.”

    “So long as it bothers you,” Anhalt whispered, “then we know it bothers them as well. Hopefully now they'll be wary enough to buy us a day or two of peace.”

    Colonel Mobius ran up, wide-eyed and exhilarated. “By God, that was a close shave!”

    “Quite.” Anhalt patted out a glowing smolder on his coat, nonplussed. “As soon as it cools down out there, check the damage. Let's pray our miracle weapon hasn't cost as many on our side as theirs.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Find me when you've finished.”

    “Yes, sir.” Mobius departed.

    Anhalt started deeper into the underground bunker complex, with Greyfriar falling into step behind him. The dirt corridors were as crowded as a tenement in the worst neighborhoods of old Alexandria. He saw men huddled in every recess, breath misting, eating scarce rations from tins.

    Greyfriar asked, “Still no word from Field Marshal Rotherford?”

    “None.” Anhalt struggled to keep annoyance out of his tone.

    Greyfriar was too polite to notice. “Perhaps the weather has proved difficult for him as well.”

    Anhalt grunted. The war strategy that had been crafted for more than a year had to be hastily changed before operations even began. First, the American allies were no longer available due to the collapsed union between Empress Adele and Senator Clark. Second, intelligence from Greyfriar indicated that Cesare had brought the clans of Munich and Budapest together into an effective alliance. To draw off these powerful clans, the Equatorians split their army and sent five divisions to invade the Balkans, aimed at Budapest.


    Meanwhile, General Anhalt's army landed in Marseilles in early fall. His opening gambit was to split his elements of the Grand Expeditionary Force to form a pincer attack on the dangerous clan at Lyon at the outlet of the Rhone Valley. Field Marshal Rotherford's overpowered column, nearly a corps in strength at over thirty thousand men, had departed Marseilles for St. Etienne in early October of last year, while Anhalt took his lighter Second Division, close to fifteen thousand men, up the Gap toward Grenoble. According to Greyfriar's scouting, the road to St. Etienne was open, and the city lightly defended. It was expected that St. Etienne could be secured easily, and Rotherford would then detach part of his force eastward with haste to join Anhalt for an attempt to take the more dangerous Grenoble. The goal was to create an operational cordon sanitaire, militarize the Rhone Valley, assault Lyon, and then stage further operations into central France.

    However, nothing went quite as planned. The weather turned savage sooner than expected. Resupply from the coast was haphazard. Anhalt's frozen camp below Grenoble was cut off from land and air communication in December, and lay trapped for nearly a month as the vampires drew a net tighter. The few airships he'd had on the advance north were grounded or destroyed now. His men were freezing, sick, and dying, desperately low on food and ammunition. No reinforcements had come from Rotherford to the west.

    Anhalt could only speculate what had happened to his brother officer. It was certainly possible that Rotherford's divisions had met with heavier resistance at St. Etienne than expected. He could still be engaged seizing his objective, or perhaps had even been thrown back toward the coast.

    Though he didn't wish to, the Gurkha couldn't help but consider another reason why a relief column had failed to show. General Rotherford had been loud in his displeasure about Anhalt leapfrogging over more superior officers, such as Rotherford himself, to take command of the Imperial Army. He had made no secret of his opinion that Anhalt was an officer of limited command experience, as well as the author of the so-called Ptolemy Disaster last year when Princess Adele had been captured by the British vampire clan. Yet, General Anhalt had been declared sirdar, that grand old Egyptian rank, and given the greatest army Equatoria had ever mustered, only because he was the pet of Empress Adele.

    Anhalt put aside his speculations and turned his attention back to Greyfriar, who was studying the men in their tight confines. The vampire seemed continually fascinated by humans. It was the damnedest thing.

    A familiar face appeared in the chaos. The stern ebony visage of General Luteta Ngongo from Katanga stopped and saluted. “Sirdar.” He offered a polite nod to Greyfriar.

    Anhalt returned the salute and led him into an alcove reserved for officers that had a simple stove. “You don't seem happy, Luteta.” It couldn't be the extreme cold, despite the general's knee-length kilt and light shirt. Ngongo was used to operating his Mountaineer regiment in the sleet-driven wastes of the Rwenzori Mountains of central Africa.

    “I fear I have nothing good to report. My Mountaineers returned from our latest scouting expedition yesterday.” He held up a chart of the local Alps. All the tactical maps were based on old nineteenth-century documents, and were of limited use. “We could find no safe route to the west. The few passes that looked promising were either blocked or swarming with vampires. They are not suitable for retreat.”

    “Did you lose many men?”

    “More than I'd like.” General Ngongo tossed the chart on a rickety table and bent over it with a scowl. “I'm sorry, Sirdar. I will re-form my men and go out again tomorrow. There is another possible candidate farther to the south.”

    Greyfriar noted, “If the vampires keep attacking every day, which they will, you won't have enough ammunition or food to support a retreat.”

    Anhalt strode to the makeshift stove whose coals were long unlit and cold and, therefore, so was the coffee. Fingers stiff with bitter chill brushed the tin pot aside in annoyance. He tipped his khaki helmet back. “We can't retreat. We can't wait. We have only one choice now. If we are going to die, let's take the fight to them.”

    Greyfriar said, “It will be a bloodbath to storm the city as weak as we are.”


    “An attack on Grenoble is a desperate gamble, but we are quite desperate.”

    “If I may, Sirdar,” Ngongo offered without waiting for permission, “I agree with you. I'd prefer to move forward. I'm frankly tired of wading through the hip-deep snow. Better to be killed with a loaded gun in your hand than crawling on the frozen ground.”

    Anhalt regarded his colleague before turning to Greyfriar. “You spend a great deal of time among the enlisted men. What would you say is their general feeling? Wait for relief or fight?” The general waited with his back rigid for the answer he knew was coming.

    “They would choose to fight. I sense there is little they won't do for Adele, but the conditions are draining their enthusiasm for the war.”

    “Well, that's surprising,” the sirdar grunted. “Very well. Our path is clear. Victory or death.”
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    SIRDAR GENERAL ANHALT convened a meeting of his General Staff in a freezing dirt-walled room. Present were the commanding officers of the various units of the Second Division of the Imperial Expeditionary Force: Colonel Mobius of the artillery brigade; Generals Khalifa and Dikkha, both recently elevated to the command of the two regiments of foot; General Ngongo of the Katanga Volunteer Regiment; Greyfriar; and General Anhalt himself. They were a somber group, but resolved. All knew they were likely facing the issuance of copious death certificates.

    The sirdar surveyed his officers. “Gentlemen, we know the situation. We are out of time and will not survive long languishing here. Therefore, we must take Grenoble now. General Dikkha, General Khalifa, feed the men as well as possible. Then form your regiments in their entirety for the assault. All weapons and ammunition are to be served out.” He looked at Colonel Mobius. “Shortly before dawn tomorrow, your artillery will bombard the perimeter of the city and demolish the old walls, taking care to avoid as much of the core of the city as possible. Our eighteen-pounders are not optimal for taking down fortifications, but I trust you will do your best. Once complete, all infantry forces will go over the top and move into Grenoble to engage the enemy. I have unit orders to pass out later.”


    Anhalt paced in front of the several mediocre maps of the area. He pointed at the Bastille high above Grenoble. “General Ngongo, your Mountaineers will depart today and move into position above the fort. Take the Dyula mercenaries with you for skirmishers. We have a small store of shoulder rockets, which are yours. When operations commence in the valley, you will storm the Bastille, where the clan lords tend to reside.”

    The Katangan officer nodded in grim agreement.

    “Gentlemen, we have reached the point where there are no options. We have no air cover. We are laboring to get some shriekers into operation. The combustion flak is far too dangerous to our own men. There is little gain to be had from devising clever tactics. We cannot succeed through stealth or misdirection; the creatures are over us, spying at all times. Our only advantage is brute strength. Sheer firepower. We must bring firearms to bear at a distance. And, if that fails, steel at close quarters. We must simply come to grips with the enemy in a set battle, and kill more of them than they do of us. That is the end of it, gentlemen. It is us or them.”

    The officers sat mute. They all understood.

    General Ngongo regarded Greyfriar, who leaned in the frigid corner, long legs stretched out in front of him. “And you, my friend, what of you? You are the mysterious ranger. Battles and armies are not your usual place. What mysterious role will you be playing in this maneuver?”

    Greyfriar chuckled. “I'll find something to keep me busy. If your Mountaineers manage to reach the king of Grenoble, you will find me there waiting for you.”

    A commotion outside made them pause in their strategizing. The door opened and a red-faced lieutenant ran in, saluting quickly, and then blurted out, “We are under attack, sir. The Highlanders of the Fifth report they are hard-pressed from the south.” General Khalifa, commander of Constantine's Fifth Regiment of Foot, stood in alarm.

    Anhalt frowned bitterly at the news. “Damn them. I had hoped that the combustible flak would have deterred them for a few hours at least. Send word to Second Luxor to move up and reinforce. Have units of the Mombasa Askaris stand by to rotate in.” The lieutenant acknowledged and departed.


    “General Khalifa, you'll want to get to your units. Gentlemen, we'll reconvene at a future time. Carry on.” Anhalt rose to his feet and his officers followed suit, trailing him out and departing for well-worn duties with their commands. Greyfriar fell into step beside Anhalt.

    “Where are you going?” the general asked the swordsman.

    “To join the fight, Sirdar.”

    “Then I'll take the long way,” Anhalt remarked with a cynical grin. “Perhaps seeing a legendary folk hero will boost morale.”

    “Just try not to set me on fire and I'll be fine.”

    Despite himself, Anhalt laughed at the vampire's droll reply. Heaven help him, he found Greyfriar an amusing companion.

    They emerged topside to a land charred black. Tentacles of smoke coiled up from the ground, and fires still burned in various areas. The rough coughs of soldiers echoed through the wasteland, and weary men scrambled for their positions. The distant popping of gunfire came from the south.

    Anhalt and Greyfriar grabbed a transport, a light halftrack rumbling along the rutted paths between trenches and crude blockhouses. Its steam-driven pistons fired madly as the small treads struggled for traction on the churned muddy ground. Anhalt crouched on the edge of a front seat next to a driver suddenly nervous to find the sirdar in the cab, and Greyfriar clutched a bracket and hung perilously on the running board. The camp around them seemed to be in a chaos of men and machines and horses.

    “They only have to wait us out,” Anhalt shouted over the rattling vehicle. “Why attack so soon? Do vampires have no patience? You said time means nothing to them.”

    Greyfriar shrugged and offered blandly, “Vampires are also prideful and sadistic. They don't like being challenged.”

    “Oh really?” Anhalt displayed an expression of mock incredulity. He swore the swordsman was grinning behind his cowl.

    Greyfriar said, “They can wait, but if they think they have the advantage, why hesitate to strike you down?”

    “Do you think we are so susceptible?”

    “No. You will not be easy prey until you are unarmed.”


    “Do you think they suspect a final push is coming?”

    Greyfriar paused before nodding. “Perhaps. You're backed into a corner. They would be foolish to think you would just welcome death. Maybe their increased assaults are meant to forestall your attack, or simply to drain your ammunition.”

    As they drew close to the southern trench lines, which were festooned with pikes sharp against the sky, they heard gunfire rattling and, amazingly, men cheering. Hundreds of vampires were visible in the air, but they were pulling back, a much different scenario than Anhalt had anticipated. He leapt from the moving truck into a slimy mud hole. Greyfriar alighted gently next to him. They dropped into a trench where a young captain noticed their arrival and tried to tidy his torn uniform with bloody fingers. “We have the buggers on the run, sir!”

    “I find that unlikely,” was Greyfriar's reply, much to boyish Captain Hereghty's affront. “Something else must have caught their attention.”

    Anhalt climbed onto the fire step, shouldering in between soldiers who waited at the parapet with rifles ready, firing pointlessly at the vanishing vampires. He studied the retreating mob. It was clear the vampires were no longer interested in the rear lines of the Equatorian army. The creatures were rising into the low clouds rolling off the mountains to the south.

    Suddenly, the rumble of cannons echoed through the valley.

    “That was not our artillery,” Anhalt exclaimed, hope springing in him for the first time in weeks.

    “A ship's cannon, sir! I'd stake my life on it!” Hereghty shouted. “Reinforcements have arrived! Rotherford has broken through!”

    Eager words of salvation immediately started leaping down the line, and the counterattack was resumed on the retreating vampires with more vigor. Soldiers forgot their cold, forgot their hunger, and forgot their illness in a rush of mad exhilaration.

    Greyfriar suddenly jerked upright, and his head pivoted to the southeast.

    Anhalt took immediate notice. “What is it?”

    “She's coming.”

    “Who's coming?” Anhalt followed the swordsman's gaze with a rising sense of dread. “Flay?”

    “Adele.”


    “Here? She wouldn't come here.” There was a sudden silence as the general contemplated what he was actually saying. “Damn it! Of course she would.”

    In the southern distance, the shadowy shape of an airship suddenly dropped out of the clouds, her descent rapid and foolhardy. Swarms of vampires surrounded her. She was a brig, and both Anhalt and Greyfriar immediately recognized the vessel. Edinburgh. No doubt, Anhalt's old friend and military colleague, Aswan Hariri, captained her. It didn't surprise him that Adele would have contacted Hariri for a mission so reckless. The man was more pirate than soldier, but his skill with a ship was unprecedented. Raucous cheers resounded down the line at sight of the brig, but began to fade as seconds passed and no more ships appeared out of the clouds. A single ship, and a small one at that. No fleet was coming to their rescue. Soldiers suddenly stood transfixed with dismay.

    Vampires abruptly sloughed off the brig in great numbers, plummeting dead to the ground like swarms of dying birds. Soldiers watched amazed, pointed, and then resumed cheering.

    Abruptly Greyfriar's tall frame reeled backward.

    Anhalt turned. “What's wrong?”

    “She's using her geomancy to burn a path to us. I can't go any closer.” His words were low and clipped. He was clearly in pain.

    Anhalt felt nothing, but he understood that vampires were susceptible to some skill the empress possessed. He looked to the south, trying to discern what was happening. The staccato of machine-gun fire echoed, cutting through vampires still rising to intercept the brig. Already more creatures clung to the wooden hull of Edinburgh, crowding over the dirigible from which it was suspended. Scores of them were attacking the sail-crowded masts that extended from the sides of the dirigible. The black shapes were everywhere. Anhalt's chest tightened with fear for his empress. The small vessel could hold no more than a company of soldiers. By sheer numbers, the enemy would overwhelm them.

    “Go to her!” Greyfriar commanded Anhalt. “Help open her way!”

    The Gurkha general shouted to Hereghty, “Captain, we must secure the ground beyond our lines! Come on, form ranks and stand ready. Quickly now! Not a second to lose!”


    Orders were relayed and men gathered at the edge of the trenches, clinging to their rifles and swords and pikes. Faces blackened with dirt and grime stared into the frozen land beyond their trenches where vampires rose and fell, swarming the little airship. Officers adjusted caps and tarbooshes and turbans. Swagger sticks swung smartly under arms with calls of “All right, lads! Look sharp now. Up and out. Mind your heads at all times.”

    Captain Hereghty saluted Anhalt. “Ready, sir.”

    “Very well,” the general snarled with pistol and Fahrenheit saber in hand. “Over the top!”

    Whistles blew down through the trenches and machine-gun fire ceased. After seconds of silence, another whistle blew, only to be drowned out by the animalistic bellows of a thousand men as a khaki wave poured up onto the ground. Rifle fire commenced, popping across the field. Men ran and shot. Blades swung. Pikes jabbed at figures floating overhead. Some men stopped to execute burned vampires wriggling in the dirt.

    General Anhalt could barely catch his breath from the excitement of the flood surrounding him, shouting and fighting. He yelled exhortations to the brave soldiers around him, even as his eyes searched the sky for the empress's ship.

    Edinburgh tacked hard over and then righted in a strange maneuver. It had lost most of its forward momentum; there was no chance of outrunning the swarming monsters. No doubt, Captain Hariri was attempting to shake the creatures off, but those that lost their grip only veered back into place like black flies rising briefly from a disturbed carcass.

    The ship was low enough and at such an angle that Anhalt glimpsed the deck. He saw the familiar red jackets of the White Guard, Adele's household troops, in a tight square around a lone figure, unmistakably a woman whose long auburn hair blew wildly in the wind. Their weapons snapped and flamed, bringing down any vampire that dared come close. The brig continued to rush toward Anhalt, sweeping so low now that the mooring lines dragged the ground.

    Edinburgh made one more hard tack and then, without a sound or fanfare, the vampires clutching the airship or drifting in the air around it burst into flames. Anhalt heard their horrible and satisfying screams as hundreds of bodies dropped like burnt cords of lumber.

    Soldiers on the ground pointed up with shock.

    “Look! It's the empress!”

    “What in the name of hell is she doing here?”

    “She is crazy like they say! Bless her!”

    Then the ship was past and Anhalt turned to race after it like a child chasing an escaped kite. Troopers on the ground dodged charred bodies of the enemy crashing to earth while others grabbed hold of Edinburgh's lines. Soon great clutches of soldiers were scrambling after the mooring lines, as well as the legs of their comrades who were being dragged by the slowing airship. Aboard the brig, airmen frantically furled sails and vented buoyants. The ship lurched to a halt just inside the trench line of the vast Equatorian camp.

    Once the brig was secured to makeshift mooring stakes, a gangplank descended. General Anhalt started to lope up, but he was met by Empress Adele striding down. She smiled wide, enhancing her Persian features. Her expression was open and friendly, an odd combination of girlish enthusiasm and mature intelligence, even wisdom. Her hair was unencumbered and went chaotic in the wind. She was lovely, but not stunning. Still, she exuded a personal authority that demanded attention.

    She wore simple traveling clothes. A long corduroy skirt topped leather boots with a heavy Madras blouse, a thick fur-lined coat flying open over it all. She had her Fahrenheit khukri dagger, a gift from her late mother, shoved into her belt.

    The lanky form of a hard-eyed army captain was close at the empress's elbow. Her White Guard in their khaki helmets, red woolen tunics, and blue trousers with white gaiters crowded behind her like a protective scarlet cloak. Anhalt had once commanded the esteemed White Guard. He knew these men well, particularly their new commander, Captain Shirazi. They were a select core of the regiment, the most loyal and toughest men who had accompanied him last summer deep into Africa with the exiled princess Adele. This group had bonded into a distinct unit, fanatically dedicated to the empress. They came to refer to themselves as the Harmattan, the fearful red wind of the Sahara. Adele couldn't go far without her loyal Harmattan swirling about her.

    The general's stern demeanor didn't alter as he backed up so the empress could descend the gangplank, though it didn't seem to faze her. Her stride continued steady and measured, her expression remained regal, her head held high. She was every inch an empress and no longer the exuberant young girl he remembered.

    Troopers who were gathering around the ship in great numbers began to chant her name. Adele inclined her head to the ranks, but he knew she was listening for only one voice among the multitudes. Her eyes scanned the gathering crowd, holding a trace of disappointment. Anhalt regarded her, his mouth a hard line. His right arm snapped up into a salute that he didn't release until she nodded. Then he dropped to one knee before her, head bowed. The whole battlefield around them followed suit in a rattle of arms and mail.

    Anhalt heard Adele's breath quicken at the magnitude of her people's loyalty. He was proud that there was no sign of a haughty demeanor in her, only genuine gratitude for the troops' respect and adoration.

    “Rise, Sirdar,” Adele said, extending her arm.

    General Anhalt took her hand, and immediately felt weakness in it. “Your Majesty. Are you well?”

    “I am,” she replied warmly, noting his expression of concern. “It is so good to see you, my old friend.” She scanned the crowd again and her voice held a trace of anxiety, “Where is Greyfriar?”

    “He could not attend you.” When her concerned eyes darted quickly to him, Anhalt shook his head. “He is well, Your Majesty, merely…indisposed.”

    Adele breathed a sigh of relief.

    “Your arrival is most unexpected.” He raised a chiding eyebrow at her, then at the captain of the Harmattan. “And most foolish.”

    There was a collective gasp. The gathered soldiers' surprised looks darted between the general and the empress. Adele stared sternly at Anhalt, but then after a moment laughed loudly, throwing her head back in delight. “Only you would be cross at me for saving your life.”


    “Perhaps next time you could just send the ship without escorting it yourself.”

    “Now where's the fun in that?”

    “The Empire cannot bear your loss, Your Majesty.”

    “Of course not, Sirdar,” she conceded with a sobering nod, “but in this case, my presence was necessary. It was the only way to break through the enemy lines and reach you. And to bring you supplies.”

    He bowed and smiled at her. “Then you are most welcome.”

    Captain Hariri came down the gangplank with desert robes flying, and clasped Anhalt warmly. “Just like old times, eh? But colder.”

    The general grunted. “You really should at least try to resist going along with the empress's schemes.”

    “I only follow your voluminous previous examples, effendi.”

    Anhalt regarded Adele with a scowl. “I should have never introduced the two of you.”

    “Adele!”

    The empress spun toward the familiar voice, her entire demeanor swiftly altering from a woman in charge to a woman in love.

    The tall figure in grey strode to her, his long hair blowing wildly along with the ends of his head wrap. Adele ran to him but immediately halted as Greyfriar stiffened in his tracks, exhaling a sharp hiss of pain. He took a halting step back from her.

    Adele's face showed her own anguish. The geomancy still echoed in her veins.

    “My empress,” he said, bowing low to her, not out of duty to crown, but out of reverence for the woman herself.

    Anhalt observed the doomed pair. It had been months since they had last seen each other, and now they were held apart by the very power that had saved their lives. She could easily hurt Greyfriar, even kill him as she had the vampires swarming around her ship. Every time she practiced geomancy, she put him in danger. With time, so long as she didn't use her geomancy, she would revert back to normal. Until then, they could only stare at each other across a distance of a few feet.

    “I'm so glad to see you,” Adele said. “How are you?”

    “I am quite well. And you are very lucky.”


    “Really, I won't be scolded by both of you. This was the only way. Admiral Moffet has been trying for three weeks to break through the Gap with little result other than mounting casualties and three lost frigates. We feared for you.”

    Anhalt waved them to follow him out of the icy wind and away from the ears of the men. “Your Majesty, shall we step out of the bitter cold into the merely frigid?”

    Instructing Hariri to begin unloading Edinburgh, Adele accompanied Anhalt and the trailing Greyfriar into the tunnels. The Harmattan fell into step around them. They made for the deepest section, heavily fortified for the command staff. Once inside the rude dirt-walled situation room, with Shirazi and the Harmattan guarding the closed doors, their council resumed.

    “What of Rotherford at St. Etienne?” Anhalt asked.

    Adele responded, “He succeeded in taking the town, but since then he has been hard-pressed by sizable packs. Communication is sparse. Little word comes or goes from his command now.”

    Greyfriar asked from the farthest corner of the room, “What packs are attacking him? St. Etienne was a small clan. They shouldn't be able to match a force the size of Rotherford's.”

    “We don't know,” the empress said, rubbing her gloved hands together to fight the chill.

    “I don't understand,” the swordsman muttered. “Something is wrong. Something is happening I don't know about.”

    General Anhalt furiously stoked a coal stove into a faint orange warmth. “Nevertheless. We will withdraw from Grenoble to reinforce St. Etienne. Now that the way south is clear.” He offered a nod of gratitude to Adele.

    She hesitated a moment and then smiled. “I have a better option.”

    Anhalt's lips pursed, knowing that he wasn't going to like this alternative. Neither would Greyfriar, judging by the way he crossed his arms, and by his next response.

    “No,” he said.

    Adele threw up her hands. “You haven't even heard my plan.”

    “I know it involves you doing something dangerous, otherwise you would not be here. I cannot believe that your government allowed you to come on this errand.”

    “Well, Commons was told I was going to Damascus to tour a factory. What they don't know won't hurt them.”

    Anhalt asked, “You are planning something dangerous, aren't you?”

    “No, of course not. But I was thinking I would enter Grenoble and destroy the clan there.”

    Anhalt and Greyfriar both exploded.

    “Absolutely not!” the latter shouted.

    “You are no longer a defiant princess!” Anhalt roared. “You are the empress! The sovereign of Equatoria. You cannot be seriously considering—”

    “I am deadly serious.” Adele's brown eyes darkened like a desert storm. “My foolishness with Senator Clark delayed us for so long. Our army is bogged down because of me! I will do everything that is within my power to lead a victorious campaign without the further waste of lives!”

    Greyfriar stepped forward and grabbed her arm. Smoke rose from his gloved hand, but he did not relinquish his grip even when Adele attempted to pull away. “This was not your fault! Winter was always going to be a factor.”

    She retorted, “We had a better chance taking this city in the heat of the summer! Do you deny that?”

    “No, but even so, no monarch fights on the front lines.”

    “My father did!” Adele pulled her arm from Greyfriar's smoldering hand. Her expression softened at the pain she caused.

    “See reason, Your Majesty,” Anhalt interjected. “There is no rationale for placing yourself at risk.”

    “There is every rationale,” Adele said. “I'm here and we must take Grenoble. It has the greatest clan in southern France, save Lyon. We dare not bypass it.”

    Anhalt saw so much of the late emperor Constantine in Adele, in her words and her stance. She was as bold and uncompromising as he on matters close to her heart. If Adele thought she could prevent more bloodshed, she would not hesitate to sacrifice herself.

    “How do you propose to take the city?” Greyfriar asked.

    Anhalt turned on him. “No! Do not even ask! This matter is closed.”


    Greyfriar's cold, mirrored glasses regarded him. “We can no more control her now than we could before she was empress. She will do as she pleases the moment we turn away. It's better to be at her side protecting her.”

    Anhalt's fists trembled at his side. “I beg of you, Your Majesty, don't be so foolish.”

    Adele stepped up to her former protector, her voice softening. “My dear colonel,” his old rank an endearment rather than a criticism, “I am no longer a silly girl playing at games. I have the ability to break this stalemate and I intend to use it. I can save lives here and now.”

    There was a knock on the door and Adele gave permission to enter, eager for an interruption. Captain Hariri swept into the small room, his face beaming. Clearly, he was happy to be back in the thick of action.

    “The supplies have been unloaded and secured,” he said with a bow. “Your special diversion is being readied, my lady.”

    “Excellent.” Adele turned back to Greyfriar and Anhalt, her eyes sparking with mischief. “Gentlemen, I didn't come alone.”
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    “EACH OF YOU must kill ten of them.”

    Flay's order spread through the gathered vampire packs in a hissing whisper that, if the humans at St. Etienne could hear, sounded like wind in the desiccated night-shrouded trees. There was much excited chatter and cackling as the horde shifted restlessly waiting for the command to attack.

    Flay was tall and pale with long black hair braided straight down her back. She exuded strength, with a fury that seemed barely contained by her long scarlet frock coat and buff knee breeches. As was typical, she was bare breasted under the unbuttoned woolen coat. She pointed a long finger at her counterpart, the war chief from Lyon, Murrd. “Take four of your packs and come at the enemy from the south. I will storm their north with the main force.”

    Murrd nodded, his bald head shining in the night.

    “Primary targets in this attack are the beasts. Horses. Oxen. Kill them and the humans are hamstrung. They have some mechanical wagons, but not enough to carry all their large guns and their food. Airships should be damaged on the way out only. Do not be distracted by them. We will destroy them in time.”


    “Yes,” said Chambrai, the Lyonnaise sub–war chief, with a hint of mockery. “Flay will use her human troops to fight their airships.”

    Flay moved swiftly and caught Chambrai by the throat. In a spray of blood, the young Lyonnaise dropped dead. The packs froze in surprise. The Lyon vampires stood gaping at the body of their colleague, and then turned to Murrd for reaction. Flay went back slowly without apparent concern, content with her response to an underling's slur. She had no intention of letting some little cur from Lyon make snide comments about her because she had once been commanded, against her will, to lead the fanatical human Undead.

    Murrd looked at his deceased lieutenant and nodded to Flay. “We're ready, War Chief.”

    “Excellent,” said Flay. “You are also tasked with striking the center of the city. If you can locate the human war chiefs, kill them. Take out all the large guns you can. We will spread across the front and kill. Now, go.”

    Several Lyonnaise packs lifted into the night air with their chief.

    Flay waited for them to vanish into the starry sky. It was a cold and breezy night. She could hear rustling and voices from the Equatorian camp beyond a low rise.

    Flay had known the humans' war strategy from the beginning thanks to Cesare's spy in Alexandria, and she had authored the counter-tactics. First, the vampires had sent the Undead to damage the port facilities at Marseilles to limit the number of troops and weapons that the humans could pour into the battlefield in the opening months of the offensive. Flay did not harry the humans' landing, knowing the Equatorians would be eager to gain ground before winter set in. She lulled them into a sense of ease with every uncontested mile they marched, and even allowed them to take St. Etienne with token resistance.

    Now, Flay had surrounded the sadly unprepared Equatorians with the full force of the Lyonnaise packs, along with St. Etienne reserves and a British spearhead. As soon as she had obliterated the army at St. Etienne, she would crush the Equatorians faltering at Grenoble. Flay would suffocate the grand Equatorian invasion in the mouth of the Rhone Valley, and Cesare would voice his praise.

    Blood would spill.


    Flay screeched and rose. The packs followed, filling the sky with thousands. She loved the sound of the wind fluttering the clothes of vampires around her. She hadn't led an army so large since the Great Killing. Since the slaughter of Ireland. Since the battles beside Prince Gareth.

    Below was the northern edge of the ragged Equatorian camp. The hard winter earth was scarred by a network of trenches and earthen bastions. In the distance were the yellow lights of St. Etienne itself, and several airships hovered in the sky over the town, lashed to buildings. In the darkness, soldiers huddled around small fires, shivering in their too-thin coats. The flames would impair the humans' night vision, which was poor in any case.

    Gunfire came from the south as Murrd's forces struck. Sleepy disturbed voices rose from the trenches below. Flay whistled commands that sent the vampires plummeting on the unprepared men, and confused murmurs turned to screams.

    Flay's vision went red. Bodies wrapped in overcoats stirred. Rifles swung clumsily. Soldiers scrambled for long-handled pikes, ducking and plunging the blades toward the sky. Flay struck, and cloth tore and blood flowed. Stunned eyes stared out from under khaki helmets. Vampires, someone screamed and then died. Questions were shouted. Pistols rose. Swords flashed wildly.

    Lithe figures leapt along the edges of the trenches, dropping to strike, then springing up into the air, dodging blades, and falling on others farther down the line. Soldiers flailed around in the dirty pits, firing in all directions, and swinging pointless steel at vague shapes.

    Flay slashed at a man and hit something hard. She saw a glimpse of chain mail on the man's chest. The man's head had no armor, however, so he was soon dead. A bullet entered her shoulder without great effect. She spun and smashed another soldier to the frozen ground before bounding high into the air to scout the situation again.

    Thudding blasts filled the air, and shards of metal whizzed past Flay. She saw the flaming of the humans' heavy guns. A vampire to her right disintegrated into bits in midair. Flay followed the flashes back to the ground and dove like a stone, slamming into the three men operating a cannon. They shouted and reached for weapons. A short sword slashed at her. She struck once, twice, three times. All the men fell to the frozen mud.

    Flay turned to see a young man, a boy really, staring at her from under a comically outsized helmet and coat that draped over him. His unsteady rifle pointed at her. He fired one shell after another and disappeared behind a curtain of white smoke until the trigger clicked empty. Flay stepped toward him.

    The boy dropped the rifle and raised his hands. “Don't. Please. I surrender.”

    She laughed. Her first swipe nearly took the flesh from his face. He tried to ward her off, and called for his mother. Then he was dead. Flay drank briefly from him, and found the lingering terror delicious. All around her, vampires huddled over bodies. She kicked several and urged them back into the fight.

    A bright light caused Flay to flinch. A flare, and then another. The humans were finally sending their star shells overhead to illuminate the battlefield. Gunfire sounded regularly now, as well as the brutal staccato of machine guns and the repetitive boom of small cannons. A few vampires dropped from the sky, hit by the barrage. Others crouched low against the ground and scuttled like bugs.

    Flay vaulted from trench to trench, killing with each hand. Then she felt a sharp edge push into her brain. She grabbed her head, but there was no wound. It was a sound that assaulted her. Shriekers. She had first experienced it when an American ship attacked the Tower of London. The sound was coming from a nearby airship where crewmen turned the crank on a machine that spit out a horrendous high-pitched wail. She wasn't damaged, but was disoriented. Vampires staggered, and one fell victim to a soldier's pike. Several more shriekers started up from other airships or ground stations around the camp.

    Flay screamed commands that were only partially heard over the mechanical din. She fell back, and her packs started to draw away with her. They had done enough damage for now. Humans were easily surprised, but after the initial wave of shock and terror, they were quick to their guns and knives. Sustaining the attack now was unnecessary, and would expose the packs to concentrated fire. Vampires had the advantage of speed and mobility and surprise, as well as the ability to attack at night. Flay's tactic was to hit the humans, kill as many as possible in a short time, then withdraw to come again when she felt it was useful.

    Her mission was to destroy this army by holding them in place and winnowing them away. If they attempted to come out of their defenses and move in force, either toward Lyon or to the relief of forces at Grenoble, Flay would cut them to pieces. Human armies could do two things relatively well—move or fight. They found it difficult to do both at the same time. They had too many things to carry.

    Flay knew she would have to destroy the shriekers. Plus, the machine guns and shrapnel cannons were dangerous. Over the last 150 years, the humans had improved their claws. They could kill better now, but they still died easily.

    She landed beyond a low hillock, out of sight and beyond the range of human weapons that continued to chatter, wasting ammunition since most of the vampires had withdrawn. That made Flay smile. The whine of shriekers was a dull hum now. The packs surrounded her; male and female celebrated their slaughter with bloody mouths while sharing stories of their kills. Flay allowed it; she would count her losses later, but she doubted it would be a high number. The wounded would still be dragging themselves back from St. Etienne for hours to come, unless they were unlucky enough to be caught by human soldiers hunting for them.

    “War chief!” Murrd shouted as he settled beside her. “A success!”

    “You killed their commander?”

    “Their cowardly war chief must have hidden deep inside, but I struck several of their officers. Still, we killed thousands of their men, and left thousands more crippled. And I killed hundreds of horses myself.”

    Flay rolled her eyes at his inflated figures. “Hardly the stuff of epics.”

    Murrd laughed. “The humans will surely retreat. The Equatorians are nothing to us now.”

    “Idiot.” The British war chief lifted off into the clean cold air as the Lyonnaise stared after her with shock and insult. She growled to herself as she watched the celebrations of the vampires. They didn't understand. She knew how to win this war if only they would listen to her. But she wasn't sure whether her words held the same authority with Prince Cesare in London as they once did. The prince was a politician, not a warrior.

    If only Prince Gareth ruled London.

    Flay thought of Gareth and clenched her fists without thinking.

    Gareth the traitor.

    She still could barely believe that moment in the crypt below Alexandria when she discovered that her most hated enemy—the Greyfriar—was actually Prince Gareth. It wasn't just implausible; it was impossible. A vampire using weapons, wielding swords and pistols. A vampire helping humans.

    Flay had returned to Britain after that event, unsure of her path. She had told Gareth that she had some sort of cunning scheme, but that was just to freeze him so she could escape. She had no idea what to do with the incredible information. It had to have some value, some use.

    Flay had once tried to cajole Gareth into striking down his brother, Cesare, and taking his rightful place at the head of the clan. He had rejected her, which clearly had to do with his twisted obsession with humans and particularly with the wretched princess, Adele. Flay couldn't pretend to understand it.

    Somehow, Flay would find a way to save Gareth from whatever madness had gripped him after the Great Killing and drawn him into isolation from his people, leading to his lunatic life behind the mask of the Greyfriar. Flay smiled at the thought of his gratitude once he shook his head clear of the spell Princess Adele had placed on him.

    The Great Killing had, in many ways, been a disaster for vampires. They had grown soft and lazy like humans. And some, like Gareth, had gone insane.

    This war would save them all.

    [image: images]

    Prince Cesare sat in a spotless wooden chair in the corner of a dark chamber beneath Buckingham Palace. He was well dressed in an impeccable grey suit and shined black shoes. He was short and lithe, with close-cropped hair and a sharp face. His blue eyes stared hard with no movement. Cesare was a thinking creature, and liked any who might observe him to know he was always in thought.

    The only potential observer whose opinion mattered at the moment was mute. Across the room lay the body of Cesare's father, King Dmitri, dead for more than six months now. The king was thin and desiccated, having rotted away what soft fatty tissue he had possessed when he died. Now he was a leathery thing, empty eye sockets open and strained mouth agape as if struggling for one last breath. Cesare watched the human bloodmen slaves straightening the king's bedclothes. A dead human lay on the stones, his blood having been drained into a grate in the floor. An unfortunate victim was brought in every few days to be killed and drained, and then carted out by the bloodmen. It was an amusing fiction that Cesare maintained to imply that the king was still feeding. No one yet knew Dmitri was dead. With the exception of a few human slaves, only Cesare attended him, it was assumed out of extreme loyalty. The king's condition was to be hidden until it suited Cesare to announce his death.

    And certainly no one needed to know that Cesare himself had murdered his father.

    “How did you manage it?” Cesare asked Dmitri's body. “All these allies, all these clans with their pathetic quibblings. You were one of the kings of the Great Killing. Was it this much trouble? I'll admit, I have more respect for you now.”

    One of the bloodmen indicated the dripping sacrifice.

    “Yes, yes.” Cesare waved his hand. “Take it away.”

    The king's meal was dragged out and the door shut, leaving father and son alone.

    “I'm a war king now too. Perhaps once I get affairs settled here, I will visit the front. I may even lead an attack.” Cesare rose and crossed to his father's bedside. “Oddly enough, I've enjoyed these months we've spent together down here. But it will have to end soon. I'll have to use your death for my benefit. That's something I learned from you, planning, calculating, staying ahead of your enemies, and your friends too. Never trust anyone, as you trusted Gareth. And he deserted you in the end.”

    Cesare patted Dmitri's dead arm with cold comfort. “What to do about Gareth? I know I should kill him, but that would create trouble now when I need it least. I don't want some of the old clan lords getting their backs up about who is or isn't the proper heir. You always favored Gareth, but he is unsuitable to be king. There's something false about him. No one else notices, but I smell it. He's all artifice. I'm real, Father. You'd see that now if I hadn't killed you. I'm your true heir, and I will unite the clans in a way even you could not. You'll see. I mean, where is Gareth now? Here we are, in a war for our survival, and he is nowhere to be found. What sort of king would he make?”

    There was a solid pounding on the door. The prince exhaled in annoyance at being interrupted in conversation with his father. He shouted, “What is it?”

    “Lady Hallow to see you, my lord,” came the muffled voice of his chamberlain, Stryon, who always waited outside.

    Cesare said, “Very well,” at which the door opened for him to exit and then closed behind him. Several of his vicious retainers moved in front of the door. They had constant orders to allow no one to see the king except Cesare. The prince went quickly to his conference room, a massive ballroom with festering old chandeliers cluttered with bones. The floors and walls were clotted with dried blood from decades of feasting. Lady Hallow rose as Cesare entered. Her slender figure bowed with a rustle of her scarlet gown. The moonlight reflected in her blonde hair, and her blue eyes gleamed in the dark.

    Cesare boldly let his eyes rove over her. “I hope you bring me good news from the continent.”

    “Word of your skill and imminence is spreading among the clans. King Lothaire of Paris is prepared to join the Grand Coalition of the North. And he will bring several notable clans with him.”

    The young prince smiled and relaxed. “That's excellent. Excellent. I've received messages from Flay at the front that, with additional packs, she can destroy the humans utterly. How quickly will the Paris packs move south?”

    Hallow's lustrous features went stiff. “It isn't quite so simple, my lord. King Lothaire is eager to be a part of the new era, but he made it clear that he will only ally himself with a king. He demands to meet with your father.”

    Cesare replied coldly, “He realizes that my father is indisposed and I speak for him?”

    Hallow inclined her head with a wan smile. “I tried to make him understand. He felt it would be injurious to his prestige, which is tenuous at best, if he appeared to be subservient to a prince.”

    Cesare sneered. “Lothaire is an idiot. He's always been an idiot.”

    “He was always a close friend of Prince Gareth's,” Hallow said hesitantly. “I suppose there is no way you could ask your brother to intercede?”

    The prince glared at her. “No.”

    “Merely a suggestion.”

    “Even if I knew where Gareth was, he plays no part in the future of this clan. Did Lothaire say anything about Gareth to you?”

    “No, my lord.”

    Cesare continued to stare at her. “Are you sure, Hallow? Did Lothaire mention that he would deal with Gareth, but not with me?”

    “No, my lord. Prince Gareth never came up at all. King Lothaire knows that Gareth is in virtual exile.”

    “So, Lothaire wants only to treat with a king? And then his packs will be mine? With them we can win the war.”

    “Yes, my lord.”

    Cesare paced, his compact form dwarfed by the large room, with his footsteps ringing in the expanse. Finally, he paused. “Very well, then I must announce with great sorrow the passing of King Dmitri.”

    Hallow started. “My lord?”

    “Yes, His Majesty has expired. It's all a terrible shock.”

    “When was this?”

    “Earlier today. Tomorrow. Last month. Really, what does it matter? I say the king is dead, and so he is. I will call a coven for the next full moon to name the new king. Then we can draw Paris into the Grand Coalition and get on with the war before damned summertime.”

    “What about Prince Gareth?” Hallow asked.

    “What about him?” Cesare asked sharply. “I'll send a message to his chamberlain in Edinburgh. Baudoin is the only person who ever knows where my brother is.”

    Hallow said in a measured voice, “Are you sure you want him here in London?”

    “He's the eldest son. Tradition demands he open the coven, and it becomes sticky for me to be crowned king without him here to agree.” The prince extended his claws and admired them. “What are you saying, Lady Hallow? What would you have me do with Prince Gareth?”

    “Kill him, my lord. Now.”

    Cesare laughed at her sudden ruthlessness. “Why should I? I'm not afraid of him. Are you?”

    “Yes, I am. Kill him.”

    “I'm alarmed by you, Hallow. You and Gareth were quite a pair once. Everyone expected you two to be the future king and queen.”

    “That was long ago.”

    Cesare nodded sarcastically. “Yes, apparently you're quite over him now.”

    “I am your servant, Prince Cesare. And as your servant, I beg you to kill Gareth.”

    The prince strolled to Hallow and took one of her slender alabaster hands. “You seem so frightened of him. He would never harm you. Not you, of all people.”

    “I'm not afraid for myself.”

    Cesare rubbed her hand slowly. “I'm touched by your concern. Or is it merely distress for your own future, since you're attached to me now?” Hallow began to protest, but he continued, “I must admit, I'm a bit annoyed. Do you think me so weak that my brother could take me whenever he chooses? He is isolated and despised; I will finish Gareth when it suits me. I want him to see me crowned king. He must witness it.” He began to crush her fingers in his grip. “And once he has seen me take my place as leader of the clan, only then will I kill him, with my own hands. Just as he deserves.”

    Hallow said, “As you please, my lord. But I felt compelled to give you my honest opinion. Gareth is dangerous.”

    “He may have been dangerous once, but no more. I have become the greatest leader since the Great Killing, and I'm not even king yet. All the clan lords, and several foreign kings, owe allegiance to me. Gareth lives alone in a castle surrounded by cats and humans. I almost feel badly for him.” Cesare kissed her abused hand and released it. “No. He's no threat to me.”

    Hallow nodded acceptance. “Very well, my lord. Condolences on the passing of His Majesty, King Dmitri. He was a great king.”

    “Yes, yes,” Cesare muttered.

    “Will you require a funeral for His Majesty?” she asked.

    “A funeral?” Cesare frowned in annoyance, but then he smiled. “I suppose so. Yes. We should make note of the passing of such a mighty sovereign, and the ascension of his successor. Even so, I want a swift interregnum. I must deliver new packs to Flay as soon as possible.”

    “Do you truly believe she can push the humans back?” Hallow asked.

    “If Flay says she can, then she can.”

    The ambassador pursed her lips. “I have found her to be resistant, even insubordinate.”

    Cesare turned away, uninterested in Hallow's complaints.

    “I need your support, my lord,” she said more forcefully. “I am your liaison to the allies. She is merely war chief. Her years here with you in the palace seem to have convinced her she is your chosen. Is she?”

    The prince turned back. “You are my right hand, Lady Hallow. You have helped forge the Grand Coalition. Flay is useful for now. She is an inveterate warrior, and we are at war. But I will make it clear to her that you are the master of the alliance. She is to bow to you in all things.”

    “I am grateful.” Hallow nodded, satisfied. “If it's possible to make anything clear to Flay.”

    Cesare shook his head with dismay. He didn't want to see strife between his chief lieutenants, political and military. He needed both of them. He required Flay more at the moment because there was no finer war chief, but he would need Hallow in the long term because she would make an extraordinary queen. Not only was she beautiful and brilliant…She had once been Gareth's.

    “One final thing I want you aware of,” Cesare said to change subjects, “is the disposition of the Undead.”

    Hallow regarded Cesare with disapproving eyes. Clearly she disdained his human troops. Just as clearly, to him, she didn't have the vision to grasp their revolutionary importance.

    Only Cesare had the genius to play on the old mythology that vampires were undead humans risen from the grave. He had convinced huge numbers of humans in the north that if they died in service to their vampire masters, they would rise to join the ruling class. Over the last few years, preparing for a war with the free humans that he feared would come, he had forged legions of so-called “Undead.” He had sent them on a suicide mission to destroy half the Equatorian fleet at Gibraltar. He had sent them in massed attacks to damage the precious port facilities in Marseilles and other cities that the Equatorians needed to invade Europe. Those Undead assaults had contributed to the desperate situation that the Equatorian forces now found themselves in with fewer troops and less materiel and little air support. Now Cesare had new uses for his human legions.

    He said, “The Undead are serving two purposes for me now. With the growth of the clan alliance, you know that I have found it useful to place humans around the capitals and camps of our allies, and our potential allies.”

    “Why must you use humans as spies?”

    “No one suspects their food. They can move unnoticed, and they may hear things that would be useful to me. Don't worry, Hallow, you shouldn't have to speak to them directly. I have vampire agents in place across Europe. I would hate for you to sully yourself.”

    Hallow couldn't quite hide her sneer. “You realize it is likely these Undead spies will be killed? Just in the course of a normal day's feasting. They are just humans.”

    “Let them die then. I'll replace them.” Cesare gave Hallow a light touch meant to reassure her that he was quite sure of his course. “Now, my other duty for the Undead is in the south. The operations of the Equatorian army have created a chaotic situation in the Rhone Valley, with refugees everywhere. I have sent hundreds of Undead to insinuate themselves into those human streams and create chaos where they can. But more, I have chosen certain Undead who have been sent into Equatoria.” He glanced up, annoyed at Hallow's questioning expression. “Do you have some quibble with this strategy too?”

    “Suicidal missions are one thing, my lord,” she replied, “but I don't like arming humans. The Undead are clumsy at best and potentially traitorous at worst.”

    “Traitorous? Don't be ridiculous. They'll do anything for me. They want to be me.”

    “Don't the Undead wonder why they've never seen any of their colleagues return as a vampire? How long before they start to question this?”

    “They've already created a complicated set of ideas to explain away the inconsistencies in their doctrine. Humans are good at that. For them, it's all about faith.”

    The female continued to listen to her prince, trying to hide her doubts but failing.

    “You must have faith too, Hallow. I know what I'm doing. I don't use just the Undead. I have an Equatorian traitor who is serving me. With his assistance, Undead infiltrators are tasked with certain important duties inside Equatoria.”
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