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    THE VINEYARDS WERE dying. Overripe grapes lay rotting on the ground, fermenting in their own juices, leaking their sugars into the earth. Black flies hovered like thick veils on the sweating fruit while trellised vines looked down on the streets of Freiburg that were empty save for a woman being escorted toward the local inn, her face drenched in fear. The man beside her, holding her arm, was stone-faced, but fear also filled his eyes. He refused to look at the woman as she pulled back, trying to extricate her arm.

    “Please,” she cried. “There was some mistake. I'm not next.”

    “Yes, you are,” was his harsh reply. “Your name was chosen by the committee. Think of it this way, what you do today may save the rest of us.”

    “We're all dead. You're just prolonging the inevitable!”

    “Maybe. But better a few more days than none at all.”

    “A few days for you.” She cast him a scathing glare full of spite and struggled harder, but could not escape. Another man and a woman came out of the tavern to help pull her along.

    “Volker, you must stop this.” A thin, aging man with reddish blond hair ran toward the group, desperate and angry, stepping purposefully in front of them.


    “This is none of your concern, Matthias.” Volker turned furiously on the older man, but Matthias held his ground.

    “Then take me instead. Let her go.”

    “They don't want you,” Volker sneered. “They want a woman.”

    With that they dragged her to the inn, closing the door and sealing them inside the building. The interior was dark and stank of stale ale, sweat, and something more pungent. Men and women slumped dejectedly in chairs. All were filthy and weak. On the floor lay four bodies.

    The newly arrived woman recognized one of the bodies. “Johan!” She couldn't go to him as she was dragged toward the bar where three lean vampires sat waiting. She went limp and wept.

    A trio of gaudily dressed vampires held an eccentric court. Their skin was akin to alabaster and nearly translucent in the dim light of the tavern. The nearest one, tall and poised, draped in a dark green velvet cape with tight riding breeches that disappeared into high, black, shiny boots, turned to regard the woman.

    “Ahh, she's a ripe one.”

    Another vampire wearing only fine linen trousers sniffed the air and licked his lips. “Volker always brings us the finest choices. You've chosen well.”

    The man who had escorted the woman gave an exaggerated bow along with a shudder he could not suppress. He pushed her ahead to divert the piercing eyes of the triumvirate.

    A third vampire slipped to his feet with eager intent. His fingers were laden with jeweled rings. With an effortless leap, he floated over the bar and landed in front of the woman. The vampire studied her before luxuriously sniffing the air around her, ending at her neck. Salty tears leaked from her eyes as she remained fixed on the bodies at her feet. She waited for the inevitable.

    The door of the inn opened slowly, causing everyone to turn their heads and blink into the light. In the doorway stood a tall, lean figure dressed in a vintage rifleman tunic, grey cavalry breeches with red piping down the side, and high leather boots. His head was wrapped in a scarf, like a desert bandit, obscuring his face. Over his eyes he wore smoked glasses.


    The three vampires crouched and hissed, followed by an audible gasp from the people in the room.

    “The Greyfriar,” someone whispered, as if saying the man's name would make him vanish like an apparition. Another said it almost like a prayer.

    The newcomer took in the room, his gaze stopping on the vampires. The one closest to the woman stepped back to join his companions behind the bar.

    The Greyfriar did not say a word as he slowly approached them. Walking past the woman, he stepped between her and the hissing vampires. It was not a sound of distaste or anger; instead, it was a language. These days, vampires used their old tongue only when surprised or when they didn't want to be understood by humans, preferring an eclectic mixture of human languages.

    “He's alone,” hissed the bare-chested one, rallying his companions.

    “He's always alone,” retorted the cloaked vampire. “It makes no difference. He kills us as though we are infants. We should flee.”

    “This town is ours!” the one wearing rings exclaimed. “We will defend it.”

    “But where are the others? They should have intercepted him.” This from the hesitant one.

    “How he got past the others is unimportant. There are three of us here.”

    Casually, the Greyfriar leaned his elbows upon the bar and remarked in perfect German. “When you are finished debating your options, you should know that you are already dead.”

    The three vampires shrank back another step. The fearful one looked about wildly for an escape route.

    The swordsman added, “Your friends are all dead. I killed them as they gorged. They died far too easily, actually.”

    They attacked, flinging themselves into the air over the bar. Greyfriar stepped back and drew his sword. The pistol, already in his other hand, lifted and fired. The bare-chested vampire shifted at the last moment, obviously familiar with fighting armed humans. The bullet struck him in the shoulder and should have flung him back, but he  ltered his density at the last second and landed heavily in front of Greyfriar. Claws extended, he swiped as Greyfriar ducked and kicked the vampire aside. The masked man turned quickly, protecting himself from the attacks of the others. His rapier ripped into the onrushing vampires, connecting once, twice, again and again. The vampires darted out of range of the weapon's bite, their bodies streaming blood from the vicious wounds they did not feel. The skin of vampires, though flesh, was desensitized—making them incredibly hard to stop.

    Greyfriar's pistol fired again, hitting one of the vampires in the heart. It staggered forward a few steps, reaching with its jeweled hands, before realizing it was dead. Then it dropped to the floor amid the human bodies.

    The wounded one sprang back into the fight, and Greyfriar's sword swung up, aiming for the vampire's neck. It would have been a killing blow, but the creature veered again and the sword slashed its arm, which was nearly severed by the force. The vampire was sacrificing its limb to avoid more serious damage. It stood again and ran at the Greyfriar, its useful arm raised, displaying its deadly claws ready to disembowel.

    The swordsman sidestepped the attack and then spun, driving the sword into the spinal column at the base of the neck, shoving the vampire downward. The body flopped to the ground, twitching uncontrollably.

    The Greyfriar turned to the final vampire, the nervous one. The vampire held out its arms in supplication.

    “Wait!” it shouted in German.

    Greyfriar worked his blade free as he regarded the pile of dead humans on the floor, some only half-drained of their blood. “Do not expect pity from me.”

    The vampire's ice blue eyes filled with terror, as he inched toward the open door. When the Greyfriar did not advance on him, he bolted.

    In a burst of speed no human eye could follow, Greyfriar rushed the fleeing vampire. One hand grabbed the collar of the velvet cape and threw the creature back into the room. The vampire didn't fall to the ground, however, but twisted in midair as its density changed, alighting on the far wall, hissing loudly.

    Humans nearby scrambled out of the way, stampeding from the inn. Soon the room was empty except for the combatants, the littered dead and dying, and the woman who still stood rooted to the floor, her eyes glued to the skirmish.

    “Run,” Greyfriar shouted at her.

    The swordsman ducked under the first feral swipe of the creature's extended claws. The talons caught a corner of his head wrap and partially ripped it off his head, leaving his long black hair exposed. A quick hand held the lower portion over his chin and mouth.

    Stepping back, Greyfriar slashed at the vampire, and the tip of his blade caught the muscle of the creature's abdomen. Blood spurted, but the thing didn't even flinch, only spun around and came again, giving no quarter to the swordsman. Greyfriar twisted to avoid the attack, but this time the vampire didn't turn back. The swordsman charged, but not fast enough, and the vampire grabbed the shell-shocked woman by the throat, its claws digging deep but not breaking skin. The creature pulled her between him and Greyfriar, stopping his advance.

    “I will kill her!” the creature hissed in a mix of German and its own language.

    “Then your life is forfeit.”

    “It will be regardless!”

    “You have a choice.”

    The vampire hesitated a moment. “The Greyfriar never leaves any alive! You mean you would let me go?”

    “No one has ever asked.” The swordsman lowered his weapon as he repaired his torn scarf.

    The vampire stood stunned. “All I have to do is ask and you would spare my life?” Ever so slightly his hand loosened from around the woman's throat, and she took a gasping breath.

    “Your actions will dictate my response. Harm the female and I will kill you. Release her and we will discuss this further.”

    The eyes of the vampire darted wildly. Greyfriar's face, covered in cloth and smoked glass, offered no clue to his intent. The muscles in the vampire's jaw twitched, then hardened. He backed toward the door. “You lie.”

    Greyfriar's rapier rose again. “Don't be foolish. There is nowhere for you to go.”


    The vampire dragged the woman to the frame of the door, smelling freedom beyond. Blood dripped steadily to the floor from the slash in his belly. His nostrils flared and his fangs showed as his mouth yawned open. The hunger rose.

    “Don't,” ordered Greyfriar, recognizing the signs. He knew the wound was not severe enough to warrant hunger. It was instinct and fear driving the vampire; fear of not being at full strength to fight an unbeatable foe. Greyfriar lowered his sword again. “You have no need to feed. I will not harm you if you release the woman.”

    Steely, desperate eyes glinted. “It is your fault I am weakened. She dies because of you!” His teeth flashed.

    With that, Greyfriar raised his pistol and shot the vampire through the jaw, inches from the woman's head. The creature flew backward and the woman crumpled to the ground, trembling. Greyfriar leapt over her to plunge his sword into the heart of the still-twitching creature. He yanked it out almost angrily.

    He turned to the dazed woman and helped her to her feet. “I told you to run.” Her dark eyes turned toward him. His irritation abated. The woman stood on shaking legs and he took a moment to comfort her. “You're safe now.”

    “My husband,” she moaned, stepping toward the pile of bodies.

    Greyfriar could smell which body had her scent on it. He was long dead. “I'm sorry. But you still live.” It brought her little consolation.

    “Not for long,” she whispered angrily, caught up in her grief. “You'll soon leave us and we'll be left alone again to be ravaged by more of their kind. What good are you?” Despair laced her voice, but she was right.

    “I cannot be everywhere. I am truly sorry.”

    Some of the braver villagers peered in, checking the outcome of the battle. Greyfriar waved them inside after making sure his mask was back in place.

    The man named Volker approached Greyfriar and greeted him familiarly, clapping him on the back. “The Greyfriar has saved us!” he announced loudly. “Just in the nick of time. I'm glad my letter reached you.”


    Greyfriar's emotionless gaze fell upon him. The man stank of fear and lies. “I received no such letter. I know what's been going on here. You opted to sacrifice your own kind.”

    Volker hesitated, but then blurted out, “We had no choice. They would have just slaughtered us all without some sort of order, so we came up with a system.”

    “Which you controlled. Were you even in the game? Was your family?”

    Volker pulled back, his shame plain. “I ran the lottery. Someone had to.” The townspeople glared at him. The woman beside Greyfriar stepped up to Volker and slapped him hard across the mouth.

    “It should be you lying there dead instead of Johan.”

    Volker sputtered and looked pleadingly around at the swordsman. “I only did what I thought was best for the town.”

    Greyfriar motioned to the older man with the ginger beard. He had witnessed this man's act of selflessness. “What's your name?”

    “Matthias.” The man was haggard but had an air of calm, with authority in his voice.

    “Matthias, this town now answers to you until you come up with some new rule of your own. These people need your help and your compassion.”

    “Wait a minute.” Volker shoved himself between them. “I'm the authority here!”

    Greyfriar turned on him. “No longer.” He addressed the crowd. “The punishment for his crime will be decided by you. Let justice be done here.”

    “You can't do that! I only did what I thought was best!” Volker pleaded, looking around for supporters. None stepped forward.

    Matthias gathered a group of men to help move the bodies. The woman who had been spared followed her husband out in the morbid procession.

    Greyfriar went outside to the cheering of the appreciative town. But the woman's words still echoed. For the first time in many years, he wondered the same thing. How effective could one man be? Stories and legends always made it sound plausible, but there were so many he couldn't save, so many towns where he arrived too late. Still, he would never stop. Long gone were his foolish dreams of dashing heroics. Now all that remained were nightmares of what might have happened if he had arrived too late to save one woman. Adele. Just the thought of her made his numb body ache.

    People touched him, both lightly and some a tad harder, all gestures of gratitude, but he felt none of them. He walked among them, slowly cheered by their smiling faces. A small child walked alongside him, clasping his gloved hand, and tugging insistently. They followed him to the town's edge, their eyes gradually saddening with the knowledge that he was already leaving. He had seen it time and time again; every village was the same. Tomorrow they would be left alone to fend for themselves, and the fear and the uncertainty would return.

    He hated to leave them; he hated to leave all of the towns, but he had to return to Edinburgh. It had already been far too long since he had stepped on his home soil. His own flock needed him, since they were just as much at risk as these towns on the occupied continent.

    Matthias suddenly appeared in front of him. “We have no way to express our gratitude.”

    “It is not necessary.”

    “Of course it is,” he insisted. “We would all be dead eventually. We have nothing to offer you but our thanks.”

    Greyfriar inclined his head graciously. This speech was not uncommon either. Many times they offered gifts. Food. Wine. Books. Cows. Most of it was useless to him. He spied a movement in Matthias's coat pocket, and up popped a small, white head. A cat, or more exactly a kitten. It was very small and bedraggled. Greyfriar reached to rub its head and it purred immediately.

    Matthias grinned, extracting the tiny creature. “Perhaps we have something for you after all.” Thick, gnarled fingers tousled the kitten's fur as it curled up in his large hands. “Her mother and siblings are gone. She is the last of her litter.” He held out the kitten to Greyfriar.

    The swordsman smiled, but shook his head. “I have a long journey ahead of me.”

    “And a companion would make it go faster. She is quite independent.” He perched the kitten on the Greyfriar's shoulder and immediately the kitten dug in her claws and nestled against the soft scarf at his neck. The little boy beside him giggled.

    Greyfriar regarded the lad. “Do you think I should keep her?” He tried to smile, though it was a gesture lost on the boy. Still, his cold, hidden features did not frighten. The child nodded vigorously. Greyfriar turned to Matthias. “Then I shall. Thank you.”

    Pleased, the older man reached out and clasped him on the opposite shoulder. “Such a small gesture in light of all that you have done for us. But our homes are always welcome to you.”

    Greyfriar turned to go, but the woman from the inn touched him lightly on the arm. He didn't notice her and walked on past, but Matthias saw it and stopped him.

    “Brigida would say something to you, sir.”

    Greyfriar turned back.

    The woman struggled to find her voice through her anguish and embarrassment. “I wanted to say thank you as well. I didn't mean what I said before. I was angry.”

    “You had the right. I will do what I can to make sure this does not happen again.”

    “I know you will. And I understand, you are only one man.”

    “I'm not even that,” he replied quietly, and extracted himself from the crowd, heading for the wooded countryside. The kitten dozed next to his ear, its eyes narrowed to half slits. For the first time in a long while, he felt a bit closer to Adele. He rubbed the tiny cat's head, which lifted as the kitten meowed piteously. It pawed at the fringe of his ruined scarf, pulling it down from over his chin. Greyfriar grinned.

    “Perhaps I should name you Adele.”

    [image: images]

    Edinburgh Castle perched on the top of a foreboding mountain of stone under a stormy sky. No lights blazed from its windows. It was silent and empty. The city below it, however, was warm and inviting in the darkness, where windows let soft light break through the gloom.

    Inside the dark halls of the castle, a tall, thin figure walked toward an outer door. A multitude of cats followed after him and circled his legs, bare below his kilt. Baudoin scowled at his escorts. Somehow they always knew when their master would return, their senses just as attuned as his to the prince's arrival.

    The heavy door creaked open to admit Gareth, the vampire prince of Edinburgh. Gone now was the soft, grey garb of the Greyfriar, replaced with a stark white shirt and black tuxedo coat with tails.

    “Welcome home, my lord.” Baudoin bowed, allowing his relief to show at the safe return of his sovereign. Edinburgh was a lonely place for vampires, as Gareth and he were the only two in residence in all of Scotland.

    The mob of cats swirled nosily around the two figures, who had to speak louder over their cries of greeting.

    “It's good to be home, my friend,” answered Gareth, handing over his Greyfriar disguise and weaponry. “I'll be heading out before dawn. There is news of another group of clan outlaws setting up outside Ghent.”

    Baudoin scowled and wrinkled his nose at the stench of dried human blood on his master's body. Gareth applied it to himself when he was Greyfriar to disguise his scent from his own kind. It was a disgusting tactic, but it kept him safe. Baudoin had long since refrained from voicing complaints about his prince's foolish activities. They never held sway. In any case, Gareth would not be able to pursue more bandits for the time being. “Your excursions will have to wait. While you were gone, I received a messenger from your brother.”

    Gareth's face tightened. “Cesare? What does he want?”

    “There is a clan gathering in London. Your presence is required.”

    Gareth narrowed his eyes. “Again? I've spent more time in London in the past few months than in the last one hundred years.”

    Baudoin gave a twisted smile. “How delightful that you and your brother are playmates again.”

    “Hardly. I just want to keep an eye on him and whatever he's planning. And I want to be near Father, now that's he's…failing. But I feel as if I've been neglecting my work as Greyfriar, not being as useful as I could.”

    The servant patted his master's arm gently. Then a flash of white on Gareth's shoulder startled Baudoin. It was a tiny cat, and a pathetic creature at that. It yawned and stretched. The servant's eyes widened. “Really? Another one?”

    “It was a gift.”

    “You didn't have to accept it.”

    The cats below caught the scent of the new arrival and stood up on their hind legs to get a sniff. The small kitten had already doubled in size from the journey to Scotland. Indecision tore at the kitten as it caught a glimpse of its new home. Its ears flicked forward and then flat again. It meowed and hunched closer to Gareth's neck.

    “It does not want to be here,” Baudoin responded, eyeing the feline.

    “It is young and frightened.” He reached a hand to stroke her reassuringly, smoothing down the fur that rose in its fright. “As with all things, one must go slowly. Life's not about rushing. There is much to enjoy if you take the time to find it and nurture it.” Gareth knelt, bringing the kitten lower and allowing the other cats to investigate under his supervision. The kitten felt safer where she was, and she hissed.

    Gareth laughed and stood, heading for the kitchen. “Perhaps Morgana can find you something delicious to eat, little one.” The kitten sunk in her claws and settled down for the ride, as she had done all through her travels with the Greyfriar.

    Baudoin raised an eyebrow after him and called out, “Will this infatuation with helpless creatures ever end?”

    “No,” came the immediate reply.

    The servant sighed and followed his liege.
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    THE EVENING AIR rang with the clash of steel, the sharp brutal clank of honed metal against metal, as sparks glimmered in the darkening sky. The stale stench of sweat permeated the press of bodies close around Adele, but her eyes were fixed on the figure ahead of her. The grey cape caught the barest breath of wind and swirled around the tall, lean swordsman as he spun under a swipe of his enemy's long broadsword.

    Adele caught her breath as just for an instant his dark glasses turned toward her, perhaps seeking her out among the crowd. Her heartbeat raced against her breast. Then his attention again turned to the battle when his opponent snarled, revealing her long fangs. The vampire held a broadsword in one hand, but slashed out with the cruel claws of her other hand at the heroic man in grey. There was a unified gasp from the crowd as the claws shredded Greyfriar's cloak. The famed vampire hunter was unhurt, already leaping into the fray, his wind-forged rapier a blur, driving back the vampire. Adele could only surmise the vampire was Flay, though nowhere as beautiful and lusty as she remembered the fierce British war chief.

    The vampire snarled, “Greyfriar, I have hunted you across Europe! You who have battled my savage kind for so long from behind that accursed mask! I have murdered the princess Adele! And now I will put an end to your endless heroics!”

    Adele leaned over to a middle-aged man with a stained coat who sat beside her. “So why is the vampire carrying a sword? They don't use tools.”

    “Shh,” came his annoyed reply. “You're spoiling it!”

    Adele craned her neck to see over the heads of the raucous crowd so she could get a clearer view of the two combatants fighting to the death.

    The Greyfriar struck a heroic stance and pointed his rapier at Flay. He turned his head to the audience and shouted, his nasal voice carrying to all, “I will take everything from you as you took everything from me! Princess Adele was my life and my breath! Without her there is nothing left but vengeance! I will forever smite your kind from this earth. Never will you take over this beautiful land so long as I stand here to stop you.”

    “Greyfriar is very chatty,” Adele commented to a woman on her other side.

    The woman was cowled in a dark plum, raw silk burqa with antique and intricate geometric stitching, revealing only the darkest of eyes, almost a match to Adele's. Those eyes smiled warmly at Adele, inviting her to continue.

    “Well, it just seems that he wouldn't have time for bantering while fighting to the death.” Adele gestured to the two figures fighting on the wooden stage.

    “This is true,” the woman agreed with a rich Persian accent that Adele recognized immediately. After all, her own mother had been Persian.

    “Greyfriar is a quiet man, on and off the field of battle.”

    “How about you be quiet!” growled the man on Adele's other side.

    The Persian woman's dark eyes, accented with thick shadows of color and perfectly aligned black eyeliner, stayed on Adele a moment longer before slipping away to the show. “So this is not an accurate account of the princess's rescue by the Greyfriar?”

    Adele was struck by a strange intelligence hiding in the woman's innocuous question, and she waved her hand, deflecting the relevance of it. “Oh, I couldn't say. It just seems silly for him to banter. I mean, he is fighting for his life.”

    The Persian seemed to study Adele's simple attire, a long dress devoid of lace or ornament, along with simple shoes, no jewelry, and a homespun cloak with a hood. Certainly nothing out of the ordinary for the audience in this working-class theater.

    The woman asked, “Do you know something of warfare?”

    “Well, I'm no Greyfriar.” Adele laughed.

    The Persian's head tilted quizzically at the young woman beside her. Then her eyes saddened. “None of us can be what we may wish.”

    Onstage, the middle-aged actress playing young Princess Adele moaned dramatically, indicating that she was still alive. She raised an arm slowly and draped it over the fainting couch where she sprawled. The audience gasped and several women clapped their hands. The Greyfriar half-turned to face the princess as he called her name.

    “Now I will make you into one of my kind!” the vampire shouted as she took that opportune moment to strike, leaping onto Greyfriar and burying her fangs in his neck. The crowd shouted in alarm. The stage Adele cried out. Then a gunshot.

    The vampire stiffened and staggered away from Greyfriar, clutching her heart. “Curse you, Greyfriar! I am undone!” She spun and swooned dead to the stage.

    The Greyfriar posed again with a smoking revolver in his gloved hand. The hero pointed at the dead vampire, pronouncing, “Thus it shall ever be for your evil breed!”

    The audience cheered wildly, but then the shouting turned to shushing as Greyfriar sprinted to his true love and cradled her helpless form.

    “Be still, my darling. I have you now.”

    The actress clutched the arms of her savior with showy frailty, sobbing uncontrollably. “Thank you, Greyfriar. I was so frightened. Those monsters are horrible!”

    The real Princess Adele watched the pathetic portrayal on the stage and wondered if she could have ever been like that. She sighed. Of course, the truth of the story was not depicted here, and if it were known, the whole of Alexandria and beyond would be in an uproar. Greyfriar, the legend of the enslaved human world, who was now considered the true love of Princess Adele by the popular culture—drenched population of Alexandria, was a vampire.

    It had been barely three months, although it seemed like a lifetime, since she had departed Alexandria as a young girl dispatched by the court to tour the free human city-states of the frontier in southern Europe. She had seen it as a girlish adventure before the reality of her impending wedding. But the adventure turned dark when vampires attacked her ship, and she was captured by a creature named Flay, the female war chief of Britain, the most powerful vampire clan in Europe.

    Adele managed to escape, thanks to the miraculous intervention of the Greyfriar. Eventually she discovered the terrible truth about her savior. She came to realize Gareth was different than his bloody brethren; he was more Greyfriar than vampire. And they fell in love while in his city of Edinburgh.

    “Never more shall they hurt you, my love. I will protect you.” The actor playing Greyfriar then spoke the words that the real Gareth had never uttered. “And I will never leave you.”

    The language was stilted and silly, but an ache of regret overcame Adele, forcing her to look away from the brightly lit tableau. Her mind cast back to the last contact she had had with Greyfriar on the sinking airship. Faced with the chance to return home, Adele had wanted to stay with Gareth. It was Gareth, however, who had convinced her it simply wasn't possible. She had to return home and fulfill her duty, even as Gareth stayed in Britain to face his.

    She had tried to push the painful memories away during the past months, but even if it had been possible to forget, Alexandria wouldn't let her. The Greyfriar was everywhere. Adele's adventures in the north had galvanized the citizens and spawned a small industry dedicated to feeding the common people's hunger for stories about them, real or imagined. That included her younger brother, Simon, who was mesmerized by the legend of Greyfriar. No one really knew what had happened in the north, but that didn't stop the publishers and playhouses from exploiting a good story. Countless books and plays had been rushed into print, leading to numerous productions chronicling the romantic escapades of Princess Adele and the Greyfriar, two daring, star-crossed lovers in their fight against vampires. Most of them ended with the princess and the masked hero embracing and embarking on a lifelong love. Few, if any, involved Adele's Intended, the American Senator Clark, in any meaningful way; his presence was a blight on a proper romantic story. They all had happier endings than the truth.

    Every time Adele saw one of these shows or read one of the books, her melancholy returned with renewed vigor. Perhaps that was why she kept coming back. She didn't want to forget the pain. It was all she had left of that life, and of him.

    The stage darkened over the two actors as they kissed and embraced, and the music rose to a heart-swelling crescendo. Adele didn't cry, although there were plenty of tears in the house. She merely sighed wistfully as ladies dabbed at their eyes, overcome by the romance. If only they knew, she thought. Then the image of plebian Alexandria screaming for the head of bloody Prince Gareth on a pike sobered Adele. The fantasy of the two lovers faded like promises on aged parchment. They could never be together. Gareth had been right about that.

    “Did you enjoy the play?” the Persian woman asked.

    “It had its moments.” Adele glanced about to see the crowd dispersing through the double doors at the rear of the house. She was sad that the play was over, because that meant the evening was closer to ending. Soon she would once again return to her crowded yet lonely wing of Victoria Palace. Adele's time as a free commoner was all too fleeting. “What did you think of it?”

    “Greyfriar is most mysterious. You never know what lies behind those smoked glasses and cowl. At times he is frightening.”

    Adele was surprised. That was not the usual drippy response one got when discussing the heroic Greyfriar. Immediately she leapt to his defense. “You shouldn't judge on looks alone. His deeds speak for his heart. That's surely enough, don't you think?”

    “He is very dashing in his uniform. One couldn't help but fall in love with him.” The Persian woman adjusted the lovely burqa shrouding her features. Her hands were covered with exquisite henna tattoos, as if her skin were a mere canvas to an artist's brush. They were as mesmerizing as the dark depths of her eyes. “I especially enjoyed the ending. Greyfriar is a man any woman, any princess, could worship.”

    Adele blushed a shade of crimson and joined in the woman's gentle laughter.

    The woman said, “The vampires were very frightening, don't you think?”

    “Oh yes. But they got a lot of it wrong. Vampires don't use swords. Their sense of touch is very poor. It's difficult for them to handle tools, unless they dedicate themselves to it, which they won't because they disdain human objects like weapons. And that part at the end about biting Greyfriar and turning him into a vampire. Nonsense. It doesn't work that way. I thought that foolishness about the undead was all settled by now. They're a separate species, a parasitic species. That's been proven by science. They create new vampires the same way we create new human beings.” The Persian was nodding attentively, and Adele realized she was rambling far too much. She shrugged. “At least that's what I've read. But plays don't have to be accurate, do they? The truth isn't nearly as exciting as fantasies.” She rose to her feet and tucked the playbill safely in a pocket. “We'd better go or we'll be locked in.”

    The two women were the last to leave the small theater, but the crowd was still thick in the street outside, discussing the finer points of the show. They glanced briefly at the poster on the theater wall: The Greyfriar: Desire in the Dead North. Adele tried not to laugh or retort to some of the comments she heard from the crowd.

    “Now that's a man I'd be happy to serve under.”

    “I'm sure he's got royal blood somewhere.”

    “There's no way Princess Adele could kill a vampire. My word, she's a princess!”

    “I wonder how much of that is true. Do you really think it was Greyfriar and not Senator Clark who won the day?”

    “The princess should marry Greyfriar! Who cares if he wears a mask?”

    The theater was in a working-class neighborhood of the Turkish Quarter, but the crowd still included a few affluent aristocrats in black tie or shimmering gowns, kaftans, saris, and thawbs, top hats, fezzes, or tiaras, walking sticks, monocles, and diamond bracelets. It was common to see such an eclectic crowd in Alexandria.

    Alexandria was the capital of the great Equatorian Empire, which stretched from Mandalay to Cape Town. The city was a powerful magnet for all the people of the tropics. It was a glowing symbol of the revival of industrial human society after the vampire destruction of the north. Alexandrians, both cosmopolitan and common, took fierce pride in their rough juxtapositions of class and nationality. The city also served as a haven of sorts, protecting its citizens from harsh realities. Among the gardens, fountains, theaters, opera houses, gentlemen's clubs, restaurants, nightclubs, shopping districts, and busy avenues crowded with trams, hansom cabs, and steam cars, men and women taking their promenades might well forget that their world teetered on the brink of war.

    As Adele and the Persian woman strolled along the curb, Adele wrapped her cloak tightly around her, drawing her face deeper into the shadow of its hood. The way the Persian woman stared at her made her uncomfortable. It wouldn't be inconceivable for her to be recognized, despite her common clothes. After all, she was the subject of countless photographs and portraits. The art of disguise was harder than it looked. She had to admire Gareth for keeping it up for so long, but she certainly didn't have his skill with masks and voice tricks. She envied his ability to slip away from his vampire clan at will and, with a simple disguise, achieve his wish to be counted as one of the struggling humans of the north.

    Adele's companion said hopefully, “Perhaps I will see you at the opera in two months. The Macedon is staging The Greyfriar. It will be the jewel of their season.”

    “Perhaps,” Adele answered vaguely.

    “I will be sure to look for you.”

    And I will be sure to wear a completely different disguise, thought Adele, even though the idea of having a friend outside the palace was enticing. If only the consequences of being discovered were not so depressing. If her father, Emperor Constantine, or the prime minister, Lord Kelvin, found out she was roaming the city late at night, they'd have her clapped in irons. Worse than that, her Intended, Senator Clark, would have her dragged to the altar, chains and all, to extract her marriage vows.


    Adele had spent the past few months successfully delaying her wedding to the senator for many reasons. First and foremost, she did not love him, not that it mattered; the marriage was for the good of the Empire. Still, she prayed that with time a miracle would occur and she wouldn't be forced to follow in her mother's footsteps and marry for politics rather than for love.

    “It's a beautiful night; one can almost see stars,” the Persian noted, her long, henna-painted fingers gripping her burqa as the wind buffeted it.

    “At least the breeze is blowing the haze away from the city. Maybe it will rain.”

    “Yes, my pomegranate tree is looking quite sad.”

    Adele nodded distractedly. They rounded the corner of the theater and, in the shadows of the alley, a cloaked figure shifted, the breeze billowing out his cape.

    Gareth! He had come for her!

    The figure stepped toward Adele, the buttons on his military tunic glinting in the dim light from the street. His smoked glasses turned toward her, and he reached out to touch her arm. Adele stood transfixed.

    “Is that you, my princess?” he whispered.

    In that instant, her hopes shattered. This was not Gareth, only the actor from the theater, come to mix with the adoring herd, particularly the ladies. This man was shorter than Gareth's six-foot frame. His nose was squat and his face marred with smallpox scars. Not ugly, but not Gareth. His wiry hair was cropped too close to his head to be her Greyfriar.

    Adele jerked her hand away from the imposter, a bit too harshly. He shrugged and instantly began the search of another princess for the evening.

    The Persian woman regarded her curiously. “You are the first woman I've seen shy away from the touch of the famed Greyfriar.”

    “Well, he's no Greyfriar, and I'm past dwelling in fantasy.”

    “Then why do you come to see the plays? I have seen you here before.”

    Adele stiffened with alarm. She'd been noticed. How foolish to chat endlessly with this woman and parade her knowledge of vampires and Greyfriar like a smug child. She needed to get away from this strange woman who seemed far too curious. Even though Adele would've liked to linger and listen to the crowd's discussion, perhaps even follow them to their clubs or coffee shops, her evening's adventure must end.

    “I hope you'll excuse me. I'm late for another appointment.” Adele gave a polite wave and slipped into the crowd. The Persian woman slowed with silent acceptance and watched the young girl disappear.

    Adele neared the promenade of the Eastern Harbor, listening to the waves washing the stone breakwater. She gazed eastward where she could just make out twin obelisks against the night sky. They were affectionately named Cleopatra's Needles, and she paused to stare at them. They were attributed to the ancient queen's desire to honor her doomed lover, Mark Antony.

    Alexandria had known its share of tragic love stories, of which hers was just one more.

  


  
    
    [image: images]

    THE WIND GREW stronger as Adele hurried away from the harbor. Her pace quickened, her booted feet nearly flying over the cobblestones as she headed north taking the long way home, her last bit of defiance.

    With only a sliver of moon visible above the rooftops, the evening was a dark pitch broken only by flickering streetlights. Their chemical hiss was just audible over the rush of the wind. Her quickest route home was northeast, but it passed through a notably seedy part of the city.

    An open-air tram hummed at a stop just ahead, spewing a cloud of yellow chemical fumes as it idled. Adele dashed for it, grabbing a rail just as it started moving. The smell of the tram's smoke grew thicker as it wound its way northeast through the old Turkish Quarter. Narrow streets crowded with stone buildings passed by slowly, giving Adele a close-up view of their heavy layer of soot coating the nooks and crannies. The white stone had a smudged appearance Adele knew was the stain of progress, but still it saddened her knowing the rails had cut through the ancient city. The tram deposited her at a grimy urban district and moved on. She began to walk the several blocks to the connecting northward tram line.

    Adele hurried because the longer she was gone, the more chance she would be missed, not to mention that she wanted to get some sleep before the long, dull day began. Her attendants would rouse her for breakfast at an indecent hour and dress her appropriately for her duties. As much as she would love to daydream during the tedious meetings with her staff and doctors, or nod off during Mamoru's lessons and his endless questions about her time with the vampires, it simply wasn't done. Perhaps doing so, though, would indicate she was still not ready to be declared officially recovered from her ordeal. A great many events were scheduled to take place the moment she was declared to be in good health and sound spirit, the first being her wedding and the second being the start of the war against the vampires. She wasn't sure which she dreaded the most.

    A shadow shifted to Adele's left. She steeled herself and glanced casually to the side. Then came a sound behind her. Two men were flanking her in the street. A woman alone in this part of the city was a boon to the likes of them.

    Adele continued walking, keeping the one on her left in her peripheral vision as she kept an ear cocked for the man coming up from behind. She slowed her breathing and relaxed her clenching muscles, opening up her senses to the environment around her.

    The stench of the men identified them as sailors. Their briny odor was even stronger than the air around them. Adele also smelled the telltale odor of chemicals before she saw a green glow from inside the tattered jacket of the man to the left. He was carrying a Fahrenheit blade, but it was a homemade switchblade version. It might as well have been a bomb. The chemical agents in the crude hilt used to heat the blade were so volatile that it was as likely to blow up in the man's hand as it was to deliver a searing blow to his target. Adele could see the chemicals glowing through the weapon's thinnest parts as they ate away at the inferior metal.

    “Hey, girlie. Where you off to?”

    Adele did not stop, her breathing deep and rhythmic despite the instinctive jump of her heart. She prepared herself, her hand already slowly rising to her waistband.

    “Did you hear me? I'm talking to you.”


    “I'm heading home,” was Adele's curt response as the man to her left maneuvered in front of her, blocking her path. A revolver was plainly visible in his belt. She sighed, unable to hide her annoyance. “At least I was.”

    The men laughed, closing around her while Adele sidestepped to put her back against a wall. Her face was shaded, but most likely these louts wouldn't recognize the princess of Equatoria regardless. Not that it mattered to her.

    “You looking for some action, little girl?” The man brandished his Fahrenheit blade like a new toy. He kept pressing the switch, causing the hot blade to slip in and out.

    A small smile curved her full lips, clearly visible to the men under her cowl as she lifted her head. It unnerved them, but only momentarily.

    The second man laughed and leaned closer, his yellow teeth flashing as his hand reached for her. Adele grabbed his arm, slipping around his other side, preventing him from bringing the gun to bear directly against her. She spun against him, forcing his arm to the breaking point. Using a well-placed palm of her hand, she slapped him between the shoulder blades and sent him careening. His momentum caused the wrist that Adele held to twist agonizingly. He connected with the wall with an audible crack as his nose and forehead slammed painfully into the stone.

    The sailor with the knife was trying to process the fact that a slender girl had just taken out his partner. He raised his knife as Adele drew her own Fahrenheit blade, a finely wrought khukri, and moved in a blur to slash him across the forearm. The man staggered back with a cry, but still held onto his weapon. Adele snapped out a rigid hand and connected with a pressure point on the man's shoulder and sprang away, twisting around and drawing her heavy cloak about her for protection. The homemade switchblade dropped from nerveless fingers and clattered to the ground, where it immediately exploded. The chemical spray hit Adele across the back, but the heavy weave of her cloak protected her.

    The same could not be said of her attackers. They both screamed in agony.

    Adele flung her smoldering cloak away and incapacitated both men with the pommel of her blade. Then she straightened and took in the battlefield. She wasn't even breathing hard.

    “See?” she remarked to her now unconscious companions. “There was no banter.”

    Her victory was short as she heard the scrape of a sword from a scabbard. There was a third assailant! Without even turning, she ducked the slash of the blade, hearing it pass just inches over her head. Her right leg spun out as she tried to swipe him off balance, but he anticipated her move and leapt over it.

    He was too far away to hit with her dagger, giving the advantage to the swordsman. There was only one other long-distance weapon in the fight, and she dove for the revolver lying on the dark cobblestones. She rolled to face her opponent, who raced toward her with sword raised.

    Adele's first shot took him high in the chest, and he tumbled to the dirty street and lay still. She rose, the renewed adrenaline rush now causing her to pant slightly. The fight had hardly lasted a minute. She had dispatched all three of her attackers with no injury save to her cloak. Her training was definitely paying off.

    She reached for the damaged garment, wondering how she was going to explain that to her maids. She decided not to and found a trash bin, listening to the sizzle as it was disintegrated with an acrid tang.

    Adele was just turning around when a figure rushed her with an expression of utter rage on his face. One of the first two sailors had regained consciousness and was holding his partner's sword. His face streamed blood from various wounds on his temple, forehead, and nose.

    A flash of steel and a swirl of dark blue blinded her as someone dressed in indigo sprang in front of her. The sailor's head rolled past Adele. She snapped into a defensive stance, but then her mouth fell agape.

    Mamoru rose from his crouch, his samurai blade gleaming with dark red blood.

    Adele gasped in alarm. “What are you doing here?”

    “I could ask the same of you, Highness, and be more justified.” The Japanese warrior ripped some cloth from the shirt of the decapitated man at his feet and wiped his short blade clean. Only then did he slide it back to its rightful place in its scabbard, content that it had been bloodied before returning home.

    “Did you have to kill him like that?”

    Mamoru looked stern. “What difference does it make? He is dead and you're not.”

    “Are you spying on me?” Adele accused him indignantly. “Can I have no peace from prying eyes?”

    “You are my charge, Your Highness.”

    “I had no idea it extended beyond the classroom.”

    Mamoru bowed low. “May I beg to inquire what you are doing out so late, unescorted? And in this quarter of the city? It reeks of low life.”

    “They are called the poor. And what I do is my business.”

    “I beg to differ. You are the heir to the Empire.”

    Her shoulders lifted into a trivializing shrug. “What does that matter? No one here cares who I am. They are wrapped up in their own struggle to survive.”

    His hand gestured to the men lying around them. “These fellows were very much interested in you.”

    “Because I was a woman alone. And I was more than a match for them.”

    “Indeed?” Mamoru's eyebrow rose and glanced at the head near her feet.

    Adele's exasperation fell away, though she assumed she would have been able to handle the situation herself. Still, only a fool refuses to accept help when needed. “I'm grateful that you arrived when you did.”

    Mamoru's head lowered with grace at her admission. “Now, Your Highness, we should return to the palace before anyone else notes your absence.” He walked over to the groaning man who had held the makeshift Fahrenheit knife and made to draw his katana.

    Adele grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

    “He tried to kill the imperial heir.”

    “He didn't even know who I was!”

    “We cannot allow him to live.”

    “Yes, we can. I order you to spare his life.”

    “That is unwise. If he recognized you or even overheard us…”


    “So what? Ooh, the scandal.” She mocked in a falsetto tone. “The princess appeared outside her harem. Heaven forbid she walk among her subjects.”

    “If you are going to play the populist, perhaps you shouldn't beat and kill the populace.”

    She cut him a scathing glance. “They attacked me and I had dealt with them. That does not warrant murdering a helpless man.”

    “Your father and future husband would think so.”

    “They would, but I don't. Many things will change around here when I am crowned.”

    “Of that, I am most sure.”

    “Leave that man alone,” Adele said firmly.

    “As you command, Your Highness.”

    “Let's just go home. I'm tired.”

    “I agree. Quickly. You cannot be found here.” Mamoru smiled at her, but not with his eyes. His gaze was always that of a teacher, always observing his student and watching for signs of enlightenment.

    “Should we contact the police?”

    “No. There are bodies in the streets of this wretched district every morning. These few more won't attract great attention.”

    Adele turned briefly to look at the dead and wounded before striding purposefully away with her teacher. She rested a hand lightly on his arm. “Promise me, Mamoru, that you won't tell anyone what I was doing. Please.”

    Mamoru was silent for a bit as if contemplating the future, but then he nodded. “Of course. It shall be our secret. Your well-being is my utmost priority, nothing else.”

    “Whatever you do, don't tell Senator Clark. He still thinks I'm recovering from my ordeal. If he knows I'm well enough for this, he'll demand to hold our wedding. Not to mention what he'll say about the unseemliness of his future wife cavorting with sailors and commoners.”

    “And thugs,” Mamoru added with a subtle smirk. Again her scowl turned his way, so he added more seriously, “I care little for politics and matters of state, Your Highness. I am a priest and a teacher. Thankfully, I have little chance for conversation with the senator. Even if he did find out, we could say this mad behavior is merely an example of your precarious mental state created by your treatment at the hands of the vampires.”

    “Aren't you a conniver?” Adele regarded her tutor. “And thank you, by the way. I am very grateful that you are concerned for my well-being.”

    “For as long as I shall live. You are the only thing that matters to me.”

    Adele nodded, smiling at the samurai. He returned her smile and removed his outer kimono and placed it around Adele's shoulders as much to cloak her from curious eyes as for protection against the wind. Adele burrowed deep into the sensuous warm silk, drawing it up around her neck, grateful for the small comfort.
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    The Persian woman from the theater stepped from the shadows of an alley, watching Mamoru depart with his young charge. Her eyes closed and her eyelids revealed the henna marks in the shape of eyes that endowed her with inner sight. She smiled, pleased with how things were unfolding. Mamoru's relationship with Princess Adele had been a bit strained since her return to Alexandria. They all worried that Mamoru had lost control over his protégé, jeopardizing the cabal's plans. Everything hinged on the princess, and on Mamoru's control over her.

    The last wounded ruffian stirred at her feet. She dropped to her knees, soothingly whispering words of aching poetry.

    “Your mistress bids you look upon my ardent flesh.

    And hear my call of worship. The flame of desire bears you to my cathedral.

    Kneel before me, whisper my name upon thy lips and all will be forgiven.

    Utter no more words, for I know thy heart.”

    The man's unfocused gaze labored to stay on her face and lips as they moved. Unbidden tears leaked from his eyes as her words flowed over him. Her eyes slipped closed, and she saw he had drifted into her realm, whispering her name though he did not know her. With that she held his head in her henna hand and drew her knife across his throat. He made not a sound as he died.
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    GARETH WALKED THE crowded streets of Mayfair in London. With the clan lords in session, the city was packed with revelers. The air was pleasantly cool, so activity was high. Even given the absence of lights, he could see quite clearly in the moonlight. Vampires crowded the sky in black parliaments, while others strolled the boulevard, chatting and laughing like humans.

    Respectful greetings from vampire passersby turned to scornful snickers behind Gareth's back when they recognized the failed prince. He didn't care; he had long since given up any desire for position or respect within the clan. He almost reveled in their disdain because it distanced him from his kind and made him feel closer to the humans.

    There were humans moving about, trying not to stand out or attract attention. Some of them were bloodmen servants of the vampires. Others were craftsmen or farmers simply performing their duties to sustain the empire, toiling under their own rules, but always under the watchful power of the vampires.

    However, even this furtive lot looked with derision on the other humans in town—the herds—soulless husks who typically stood in groups waiting to be culled by their owners. They were nothing more than blood afoot, and the city's parks and squares were bulging with these ragged masses.


    A few humans actually hailed Prince Gareth, and at first he wondered if they recognized him. They openly greeted other vampires too as respectful underlings. Gareth then noted the jealous lunacy in their eyes.

    Undead.

    Here in London, clutches of these fanatics were practicing for the day when they could greet their brothers as equals. They believed in the legends of old and longed for the chance to become undead like their masters, believing that upon their death they would rise up as vampires. It was ludicrous, of course. Vampires were no more undead than were humans. However, Cesare brilliantly used their ignorance to his benefit. Gareth shook his head. Perhaps Cesare was doing more to unite vampires and humans than he was, in a terrifying way.

    Gareth strolled past cadavers in all stages of decay, from fresh and bloated to awkward skeletons. London was full of the dead left to rot like garbage. Carrion birds couldn't be bothered to lift their well-fed bodies away from the piles of food, staring and cawing contemptuously as he stepped by.

    Gareth paused in his stroll as the toes of his boots touched the body of a young woman. She was around Adele's age but looked so much older due to the life of fear and despair she had no doubt lived. She lay bloodsoaked on the paving stones with her throat torn open. Her eyes were wide, and Gareth could smell she was still alive, but not for much longer. Her mouth parted as if to speak. The vampire who had fed off her was nowhere to be seen, but from the enormous amount of blood soaked into her clothes and pooling around her twitching body, her killer had just taken a small taste and left the dying girl gasping on the ground.

    Typical.

    “I'm sorry.” Gareth knelt and killed her swiftly. He wished the vampire had been nearby, because he would've killed that wasteful cretin too.

    [image: images]

    Gareth entered the cool stone cellars beneath Buckingham Palace where his father slept. He was dismayed to see King Dmitri on his bed, stinking and covered in dried blood. The old man seemed unaware of his miserable state, which frightened and infuriated Gareth all the more.


    “Why is he so dirty?” Gareth snarled at the blank-faced attendant. “He's the king. Have him cleaned.”

    “We bathe him once a day, my lord. If we clean him now, he will be dirty again in an hour.”

    Gareth breathed sharply through his nose. His father's eyes fluttered at the sound of voices, and the bearded face turned slowly toward the visitor. The prince demanded of the attendant, “Has he eaten today? Has he been on his feet at all?”

    “Of course, my lord. Prince Cesare is very attentive to His Majesty's needs.”

    The Scottish prince hissed with derision, trying to ignore the terrible smell in the room. “Yes, my brother is so solicitous. Get out. Leave us.”

    The attendant departed noiselessly as Gareth moved to his father's bedside. The king mumbled wetly as grey eyes struggled to focus on the tall figure standing over him. Gareth bobbed his head to match his father's gaze.

    “Can you see me?” he asked. “Do you know who I am?”

    “My brother?”

    The nonsensical answer crushed Gareth, but he would not let his father know that. He braced himself for the despair that was to come, though his walls were never strong enough.

    “No, I'm Gareth. Your son.”

    Dmitri reached out a clawed hand. “Have you seen the king today? I want to see him.”

    “You are the king,” Gareth replied quietly. “Are you referring to your father?”

    “Yes. I want to see my father. He said he was coming.”

    Gareth took the gnarled claw and squeezed it hard, his nails actually pressing against the aged flesh, hoping his father might see him for the son he was. Dmitri gave a brief smile. There was no point in repeating that the king's father had been dead for five hundred years.

    Dmitri asked, “Have you eaten? We can find something, if you'd like.”

    “I'm fine. I've eaten. Have you?” Gareth suspected the frail old creature was starving despite the evidence of dried blood on his face and beard.

    “Oh yes. We fed near Inverness this morning.”


    Gareth shook his head. The king hadn't set foot near Inverness in many decades. He dropped the hand and went to a table where a pitcher rested; it was full of slimy water. Perhaps the attendant wasn't lying and they made some pale attempt to wash the king every day. “Are you able to stand?”

    “Oh, of course.” Dmitri struggled to lift himself, flailing from side to side until he was in danger of falling off the bed and hurting himself.

    “Stop! I'll help you!” Gareth snapped anxiously at the pathetic sight. He took his father's dead weight under the arms and eased him into a sitting position. The man was so light. He couldn't be so light.

    The prince shouted for the attendant, and when the door cracked open, he snapped, “Bring a new mattress and bedclothes, and several more pitchers of water. And make it fast.”

    Gareth knelt beside his father, idly tapping the old man's knee. This was outrageous. The king could not be allowed to stay in such a condition. How dare Cesare leave their father down here wallowing in his own filth. It was unacceptable.

    Dmitri seemed content to sit with no thought of moving farther. He touched Gareth's arm. “Good to see you, Carolus.”

    Gareth exhaled with annoyance. “I'm Gareth. Your son. Carolus was your brother.”

    “Ah. Where is Carolus?” Dmitri looked deeply concerned at the fact that his brother was suddenly not there.

    He's dead too, Gareth thought, but he merely said, “I don't know. I haven't seen him today.”

    “You look like him. You have that same grimace from worrying too much. Are you sure you aren't him?”

    “Yes, sir. I'm sure.” Gareth laughed against his will.

    Then the door opened and several humans entered laboring under a heavy mattress and piles of blankets. They were followed by others carrying numerous large pitchers sloshing with water.

    Gareth asked his father, “Can you stand now?”

    “Of course I can. What am I, a child?” And the king began to mime the act of standing, apparently without realizing he was still sitting.

    Gareth stood, swallowing his bitterness, and pulled the old man to his feet. He held the wavering figure until the king gathered his balance. He backed away only when he assumed Dmitri would stay aloft. Gareth gestured to the disgusting bed and silently commanded it be removed and replaced. After it was done, he ordered all the servants from the room. Once the door was closed, he removed the stinking robe from his father's body.

    Gareth nearly gasped to see the withered old thing before him. His father had been a giant, a titan, stronger than anyone, with arms like trees and legs like temple columns. This sagging husk, caked with filth, was unrecognizable as King Dmitri. Gareth hurled the robe across the room and collected his temper. He needed his father, not this shell.

    He grabbed the man's gnarled hand and demonstrated what he wanted Dmitri to do. “Wash yourself.” He lifted several pitchers and poured water over his father.

    The drenched old man stood motionless as dirty water sloughed off him and pooled at his feet.

    “Wash!” Gareth commanded again, hoping to cut through the old man's fog of the past and jar him to the present.

    “I am,” Dmitri replied, dripping but not moving.

    Gareth angrily seized another pitcher and doused his father again. He threw it aside and began to run his fingers through matted hair, scraping old blood from the beard, wiping muck off the leathery frame. He then poured pitcher after pitcher over the old man, who spit water but otherwise stood complacent. Gareth was soon soaked and covered with filth as well, but his father was passably clean.

    His father's vacant eyes locked onto the distant walls as if he saw beyond them, lost in his thoughts. Gareth's breath was ragged in his throat, his jaw clenched tight against the ache of his anguish. He draped a blanket around the naked Dmitri and wiped him dry. He threw the wet blanket aside and found a passably royal robe across the chamber, holding it open behind the king.

    “Sir, your robe.”

    “Oh, thank you, Carolus.” Dmitri slipped into the robe naturally and cinched it around his waist.

    Gareth moved to face him, tight-lipped. “My name is Gareth. Do you remember me at all?”


    The king nodded as he laid his arm across the prince's shoulder. “I have a son named Gareth.”

    “That's right.”

    “He is a good son. A bit bullheaded, perhaps. I taught him to think for himself, and he learned that very well.” Dmitri narrowed his eyes in thought, actual deep thought. He worked his jaw side to side in contemplation. “But he didn't learn when to put the clan above himself. Sometimes you can be right, but you still have to give way to others. That can be a terrible undoing. I don't know if he ever grasped that.” Then the king smiled generously. “But I've always been proud of him. Will you tell him so, if you see him today?”

    Gareth stared deep into his father's gaze, seeking a hint of recognition, a flicker of the past, some shadow from their time together. Dmitri's eyes were honest, even charming, but they were deep chasms with no bottom. There was nothing in them to assuage Gareth.

    The prince paused to find a steady voice. “I will.”

    Dmitri looked wistful. “I miss him. I miss seeing him.”

    “He misses you as well.” Gareth looked at the floor as he adjusted the king's robe. His chest ached that his father had no idea how often Gareth visited him. He then guided his father back to the bed and helped him to lie down again. “I must go, Your Majesty. I hope to see you again soon.”

    “Good,” Dmitri said. “You've been very kind.”

    Gareth cupped the back of the king's damp head. Then he silently turned to leave.

    “Why don't you want to be my brother?” Dmitri asked.

    Gareth smiled sadly. “I will be your brother if you wish it.”

    “Good. Everything is all right, then.” Dmitri drifted off toward a satisfied sleep. “Good night, Carolus.”

    “Good night, Dmitri.”

    [image: images]

    “Gareth, can't you even pretend to care about your people?”

    “I care, Cesare. More than you know.” It took all of Gareth's reserve to maintain an air of disinterest when speaking to his despised brother. He was seething over their father's terrible condition, which Cesare supervised. He wondered how difficult it would be to assume the care for Dmitri, or even to remove him to Edinburgh. That would certainly be impossible. “I must say, I admire the new version of the events surrounding your capture of Princess Adele where you've somehow come out the victor.”

    “I am the victor.” Cesare laughed loudly and slapped Gareth on the back. It was an act that surprised Gareth at first; his brother was never one for cheerful bonhomie. But this was, in fact, an act of superiority. The younger prince was so secure in his hold over the clan now, he could flaunt it with displays of filial affection that neither brother felt. As with all things between them, it was nothing but pretense. “I'm so powerful now, I even control history.”

    The two princes strode the musty corridors of Buckingham Palace, and Cesare moved through his domain with complete confidence. He was fine-boned but powerful, with close-cropped hair. He was prone to smug expressions and icy glares, and he enjoyed making dramatic gestures with his hands because he liked to watch them move. He tugged the cuffs of his formal coat and checked the cravat that had been carefully tied by a human slave. Cesare took pride in his appearance. Most vampires were festooned in garish combinations of colors and styles, even mixing clothes typical of male and female. They wore human clothes not because they needed to, since the cold didn't affect them, but because they liked to mock humans. Living as parasites scuttling in the dark for millennia had made vampires particularly showy conquerors.

    “This is what you want anyway, Gareth.” Cesare continued his bubbling chatter. “You don't want to be king after father dies. You want to play brooding benefactor to your herds in Scotland. I still don't know why you felt compelled to meddle when I captured the princess, but I forgive you. You've stayed quiet the last few months, and you sulked around London without bothering me.” The younger prince attempted a sincere, “Thank you, Gareth.”

    The Scottish lord's sharply chiseled face remained down without apparent reaction, and Gareth wished again he had killed Cesare when he had the chance. His jaw was clenched tight against the urge. Unlike the blatantly sartorial Cesare, the elder prince was in his trademark simple black trousers and frock coat, highlighted by a bright white shirt. His arms were clasped behind his back. His dark hair was a little longer and wilder than normal.

    Cesare continued, “It's best you steer clear of politics anyway, Gareth. Thanks to your ill-timed interference in the spring, the Equatorian princess escaped me. That loss means that the Equatorian-American alliance continues. For now. I hear reports of airships massing at bases in Gibraltar and across the sea in Cuba. Had you just stayed away, the princess would be dead now, as would the butcher Clark. The war would be over and I would have won. As it is, I have work to do. Fortunately, I have plans in place that will strike at the heart of Equatoria, and this time I will tear it out.”

    Gareth's stride almost broke, but he caught himself and continued walking beside his conniving brother. “What do you mean? What are you planning?” He looked up, staring hard at Cesare with dark intensity from inside his icy blue eyes. His brother's words frightened him. Cesare did not boast, at least not idly. The elder prince feared new schemes targeting Adele. Whether or not she was Equatoria's heart, she was certainly Gareth's.

    The brothers reached a door where Cesare's bailiff, Stryon, waited patiently. As Cesare checked his suit, he said to Gareth, “Here we are. Listen to me, on the other side of this door are the keys to my new grand alliance to counter the humans. Three clan leaders from Europe and North America. King Ashkenazy of Budapest. King Draken of Munich. And the amazingly still-living Queen Fen of New York.” Cesare paused to eye his companion with enormous self-satisfaction.

    Gareth felt his breath quicken with surprise, but he struggled to maintain a steady stare. Three clan rulers here at Cesare's beck and call. It was an amazing feat given the increasingly fractious politics of the clans since the Great Killing. And it was startling proof of Cesare's political skill and growing power.

    Cesare said in a confidential tone, “Now, King Ashkenazy and King Draken are completely with me on the war. Queen Fen has concerns, the  vile hag. We can't wait, of course. If we wait, we die.” He took his brother by the arm and whispered, “Gareth, if I need you to seduce that old crone, I'll give you a sign. Females seem to fancy you. Even my Flay would've turned against me for you, I think.”

    Gareth started with true surprise. It was shocking enough that Cesare was including him in his plans, even in a half-joking way. But Cesare's former war chief Flay had indeed offered to betray her master for Gareth before her death in Scotland. He couldn't tell if Cesare knew or suspected or was just making a jest.

    Cesare shook his head in annoyance at the conference to come and said, “Follow my lead,” by which he meant don't cross me, but it sounded more pleasant.

    The chamberlain swung back the door, and the two princes entered the spacious chamber, once grand but now mildewed and faded, to find the three rulers waiting. Two males were finely attired in dress uniforms of old central European style, and an aged female wore a gown of shimmering silk.

    “Your Majesties!” Cesare boomed. “Thank you for meeting with me. These matters shouldn't detain you long. Once we finish here, you can enjoy the prodigious hospitality of our clan.”

    The aged queen of New York shifted with a rustle of plentiful fabric. She turned her sallow, bloated face to Cesare. “We may not be so close as you imagine, young prince. I am not satisfied. Not at all.”

    Cesare reared back with pretended concern. “Indeed? I am saddened by that. Then we shall address all your issues, Queen Fen.” He smiled. “Oh forgive me. I have the honor to present my brother, Gareth of Edinburgh.”

    Gareth bowed, noting the absence of the title prince in his introduction and the fact that his realm had been reduced from a nation to a city.

    King Ashkenazy of Budapest was young, younger even than Cesare, and had recently displaced his father. With newfound power he had launched a series of stunning raids in the southern Balkans. Once thought a rival of Cesare's for leadership of any clan alliances, the two upstarts seemed to have formed a bond. Ashkenazy was tall and willowy thin, pale even for his species. His blond hair hung straight to the small of his back. He wore a relatively restrained uniform of navy blue, with highly polished shoes and a half cape thrown off one shoulder. He fidgeted nervously with the unpleasantness of a writhing eel.

    Draken of Munich was heavier and more stable; in fact, he was virtually immobile. He had a florid, pleasant face with eyes full of perpetual distrust. He said little and meant less. Draken loved garish uniforms—today he wore scarlet trousers and a violet tunic festooned with gold braid on the shoulders and collar. His round chest and belly jangled with old decorations of valor nestled alongside strings of finger bones and human teeth. On his head he wore a helmet with a silvery peaked crest on which one of his human slaves had painted the image of a skull.

    Queen Fen croaked again. “And where is my old friend, Dmitri? I should not like to come across the sea to treat with a boy.”

    Cesare nodded gravely and calmly, but Gareth noted with satisfaction that his brother was growing irritated.

    “The king is unwell,” Cesare replied with appropriate sadness. “His age is great, as you surely know. He is the oldest of the clan kings. Fortunately, I have been his right hand for years, so there is no distance from my ear to his. I am, for all intents and purposes, the king of Britain.”

    The three rulers turned their heads as one to Gareth for his reaction to a virtual coup d'etat by his younger brother. There was none. Gareth stood complacent and complicit.

    The queen was in a fractious mood. “Nothing from you, Prince Gareth? You are the heir, are you not?”

    “Indeed I am, Your Majesty.”

    “Do you leave all these matters to your brother?”

    “Indeed I do, Your Majesty,” Gareth said, with a grim visage. He thought of Adele, and any thought of distancing himself from his brother's counsel faded.

    “Excellent,” Cesare crowed and puffed with satisfaction. He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled across the room. “Now that we've settled that, shall we get down to it?”

    “Very well.” Fen tapped her cane on the marble floor with vigor. “It's none of my concern how you Brits run your affairs. Here it is, then. While you European clans have sufficient combined power to meet the Equatorians, I am left against the Americans. Am I to face them alone, only to watch the rival clans in Chicago, Boston, and Montreal pick my weakened bones once the fighting is done? Those wretches itch to usurp my kingdom.”

    King Ashkenazy of Budapest shivered, and his head convulsed with a strange palsy. “Have you no friends at home?”

    “I have my allies,” Fen responded icily. “But perhaps you are unaware, boy, of the situation in North America. Our southward range is more limited. Our frontier is longer and more unsettled.”

    “Half your continent is unpopulated,” the willowy Ashkenazy hissed.

    The old crone scowled at the king. “We have organized human resistance as far north as Washington. I have had to slaughter Philadelphia twice! The heat is great far into the north. It is difficult for us to maintain complete control year round. Even in New York, the summers drive us north or nocturnal, far more than any of your kingdoms. If I have to fight the American army plus the rebels, as well as the other clans who hate me, I could lose all my territory. What are my guarantees? Will you send packs to serve me?”

    A tense silence dragged until Gareth said, “If I may?”

    Cesare froze in place with a question that was a warning. “You wish to speak?”

    “I do.” Gareth took a moment's pleasure at the consternation in Cesare's face. “Queen Fen's concerns are well taken. The situation in North America is different than in Europe. Or even in Asia. I would offer her this guarantee. She can, no doubt, defeat the invading American forces that are primarily aimed at retaking the major cities of the east coast of the old United States, which is largely her domain. Those Americans will be extended from their bases in Cuba and Mexico. But we have no doubt her packs can contain them until winter sets in when the Americans can be driven back to the tropics. Once we settle here with the Equatorians, we'll guarantee to provide Her Majesty packs to help secure her territories. And more, we will assist her to destroy the Boston clan and assume their properties.”


    The two European kings froze as Cesare slowly lowered his head, glaring at Gareth. Before any of them could speak, the aged queen snorted with laughter and stamped her cane on the floor with a crack and pointed it at Gareth.

    “Done! Thank you, Prince Gareth. Finally some wisdom from the British clan.” Fen gave Gareth a peculiar crinkle of her eyes. “Under those conditions, my clan and allies will go to war. Cesare, send a war chief to New York to consult. I will leave my son here for the same reason.”

    Ashkenazy and Draken deferred to Cesare for reaction. The young British prince took a breath and smiled warmly at his brother.

    “The alliance is agreed, then. And no doubt once word reaches the provinces that you dread lords have combined forces, other clans will rush to join us. Perhaps, Queen Fen, the Boston clan will even join hands with you for the coming war.”

    “That would be fine,” the queen snarled. “But I still want to destroy them afterwards.”

    “Quite. And so you shall.” Cesare rubbed his clawed fingers together. “A new day has begun. We will see the most magnificent vampire force since the Great Killing and we will drive the humans back into their dark ages again.”
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