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The Master Arrives

Maxim Volt’s grandmother had always warned him he’d end up in a place like Castle Grimmwald.

Of course, for her it hadn’t really been a warning. She’d have been delighted at the sight of the terrible fortress rising out of the cliffs like a madman’s dream and an architect's nightmare. She’d have gushed about how it devoured the view, with minarets like teeth rising from curtain wall gums. Fawned over how every flash of the rolling storm showed new angles to its immensity. Revealed coils of steel and wires crawling up crooked towers, catching the spitting lightning in hails of sparks and crackles of thunder, sucking them down into the depths of the castle to fuel whatever mad science went on inside its laboratories.

It was a place that would be marked ‘Abandon All Hope Ye Who Enter Here’ on tourism pamphlets. A place that was somehow always in convenient walking distance when your carriage broke down in the middle of a stormy night. Where cackles filled the halls along with the gibbering of monsters, and the owner went by titles like Count, Baron, and The Butcher.

And for Maxim, looking up at it from the mountain path, it was now home.

Yes, he thought with a sinking sensation. Dear grandmama would have loved the castle. She’d been a classic matriarch to the Volt family. A full bodied, powerful woman, and not just because she could twist a man’s head off with her bare hands (a feat that had made his third birthday very interesting, when a clown had made an unwise comparison to her red dress and a circus tent. Maxim had been vaguely disappointed it hadn’t been confetti that had gushed out of the clown’s neck). His grandmother had always told him that he would make an excellent mad genius. She’d know. She’d originally been a wild, savage princess of a small clockwork castle up in the mountains of the Balkans, and in her younger days had become smitten with his grandfather, whose gearwork legions had been fighting the Iron Turk’s hordes.

The old woman had always looked back fondly at her girlish days in those dark mountains, where the werewolves howled, the vampires stalked, and they’d cut your head off and stake you before burying you.

Just in case.

But Maxim had not hoped for this. He’d never dreamed he, nearly an alumnus of the Oxford School of Abnormal Science, would end up in such a place. Of course, that had been before the… incident. But really, the east wing of the university had needed to be rebuilt anyway. He’d just… accelerated the demolition a tad.

Maxim sighed, shook his head. No, that was unfair. There was no excusing what had happened. Though, he still wasn’t sure what had gone wrong. Or how it had turned that cow into solid cheese. Now that had been an interesting sight. His fellow student, Bitsy, had certainly been impressed. But then, she loved that sort of thing.

Nonetheless, a mistake had been made, and he’d taken responsibility. Science was for the betterment of man, after all. Not dairy disasters. And maybe he really was a madman? It had always been a risk. More often than not, those with the spark of genius went barmy and ended up lurking in rotting castles or under opera houses, playing massive organs, kidnapping the odd damsel or making unwise investments in media companies.

Yet, he’d been careful not to disfigure himself in any experiments, and never created an abomination that might run amok and prompt the townsfolk to break out the torches and pitchforks. Why, before the… incident, he’d been a model student! He’d been on the path to become one of the great minds of Europa. To help usher in a new age of science and discovery!

And instead, he’d ended up in some ruins among the Carpathian Mountains. Perhaps his family really was cursed?

Well, some of them were bastards, that much he knew for a fact. Damn that Jules. Then again, Maxim reluctantly mused, maybe he was looking at things the wrong way. Perhaps this was an opportunity. Look on the bright side. That was his motto.

Though, the family motto was: laeti vescimur nos sub acturis. We gladly feast on those who would subdue us.

Not just pretty words, in the case of great grandfather Lemming ‘The Iron Wolf’ Volt.

Sighing, picking up his valise, Maxim made his way towards the castle.

The wind cut at him with every step, whistling around broken braziers that once burned along the bridge. Electrical lights flickered among the windows of the castle like lidded eyes, watching his approach. Which was strange. He’d heard his distant great uncle was dead. Permanently no less. In fact, that had been the only reason he’d come to the damn place. Travelling by airship to Hungary, then by train to cut through the Romanian flatlands where the Barons of Blood held their domains in an iron grip, and the Hundred Houses retained their dynasties of despotic rule. Civilization had fled behind him, leaving only scattered towns and hill villages until at last he’d reached the town of Burdenga. But of course, that had not been where his uncle made his home. Oh no. Dear Hieronymus Borscht had to reside in the monstrous castle perched a good few hours out of town.

The driver had refused to bring him closer than the bridge, shuddering in fear of the castle’s name. He’d claimed he’d go no further for any price, and Maxim hadn’t had the funds to test that theory. He glanced back down the mountainside, the city’s warm glow faintly visible across the sea of dark forest.

Maxim wasn’t one to rant and plot the doom of those who dared cross him. That sort of thing was how it always started, and with a heritage like his, you had to be careful.

Still, he was very tempted to start.

The doors of the castle were huge wooden things, the knockers leering demonic faces. Electric lamps, recent additions to judge by the bare wiring, crackled and buzzed on either side, their glare sharply illuminating the old stone. Lacking an alternative, Maxim took the knocker and hammered it against the wood.

He waited, stepping back, pulling his coat tighter against the wind. Soon, a noisome creak heralded the door opening, and he found himself facing a diminutive thing swaddled in a ragged red robe and wearing belts of tools. Beady red eyes peered up at him from the darkness of the hood and a gnarled, dark hand like a rat’s clutched the door. Maxim groaned internally. Ye God. The castle was infested with gremlins!

To be sure, he wasn’t surprised. Such creatures were common among the more difficult sparks across Europa. Stupid and vicious, but eager to please and with an almost fetishistic attraction and skill with machinery, gremlins only chose the maddest of geniuses to serve. No one was sure who first made them, but their uses were undeniable.

“Hello,” Maxim said, bending down a little. “I’m Maxim Volt. I’ve come about a letter I received.”

“Eek ek?” the gremlin squeaked in its gibbering tongue.

“…Uh…” Maxim dug into his pocket. “I have it here...”

The gremlin snatched the produced paper with clawed fingers. Its red eyes scanned it indifferently before settling on the seal at the bottom. “Eeek?”

“I’ll take that.”

The gremlin squealed as fingers delicate as a spider’s legs plucked the paper from its grasp. Maxim’s eyes travelled up the slender specimen of a woman who now stood in the doorway. He had never seen a person so monochrome. She wore a long dress of dark fabric with an apron in front. Her eyes were such a deep blue they were almost black, and lidded with dispassion. Even her lipstick was black, and her skin pale as cream, like she’d not only never seen the sun, but considered the mere concept of vitamin D an abomination. That being said, her clothes were immaculate despite the evident state of the castle, and hugged a plump chest in a very flattering way.

“… Ah. Master Volt,” she said at last, glancing at him. “We were expecting you earlier.”

Maxim put on his brightest smile. “I’m afraid I was… delayed. Grimmwald is a bit difficult to reach.”

“Indeed.” The maid tucked away the letter and politely curtsied with her long skirts. “I am Moira Diluvia, the castle maid.”

“A pleasure.”

“Thank you, sir. Shall I take your luggage?”

“Well, I should probably-oh... I see you’ve already got it.”

“Indeed,” she said, and despite her slenderness she lifted his valise like it weighed nothing. She stepped aside, gesturing. “Come in, master. And welcome to Castle Grimmwald.”

Another peal of thunder accompanied this, making Maxim wince. He eyed the black sky and the yawning doorway awaiting him, then shrugged, and crossed over the threshold of the castle.

The huge doors boomed shut behind him and he took in the gloomy grand hall. Skeletal arches held aloft the ceiling, stairs spiralling up into second levels. More lamps hummed from every crenelation, wiring crawling like black veins across the walls and behind suits of armour. A chandelier glowed above them with an electric hum, while around them machinery warred with friezes of fine wood panelling and candelabras, as if the modern age were creeping like a cancer through the gothic gloom of a decaying time.

“You will wish to make yourself comfortable,” Moira said as she glided past him, her movement so smooth she might have been floating beneath those long skirts. “But first, we must discuss the matter of your inheritance.”

“Yes. I suppose we should,” Maxim said as he followed, the gremlin pattering after them, squeaking as he did so. There was something about Moira’s movements that made the hair on Maxim’s neck tingle. And with her paleness… he wondered if she was a vampire? Not that he had anything against them. Just good to know if garlic wasn’t going to be an option for the menu. Or perhaps she was some sort of cog? No. She didn’t seem mechanical. Maybe she was a homunculus? A flesh creature crafted by his great uncle? It wouldn’t surprise him. For this was the old world, and Maxim suspected things worked very differently here than back home…

They moved deeper into the cavernous halls. Cables snaked around them like the castle was wrapped in the coils of some rubbery serpent. Lights blazed everywhere in flickering bulbs.

“I am pleased you accepted the invitation,” Moira said with a whispering voice. “There will be some documents to sign to make it official, and a few more… rituals. But we can take care of that quickly.”

“Can we?” Maxim asked.

“Oh yes,” Moira said with a slight glance back, her face strange in the light, as if despite the luminance of the many bulbs, the glow never quite reached her eyes. “The castle must not be long without a master.”

“Right, naturally,” he replied, though the way Moira had said those words was sending a shiver down his spine. “Mustn’t have that. Sorry I missed the funeral.”

She nodded sadly. “It was a very sombre affair. Appropriate and proper. What pieces we could find of your uncle were put in a black casket and borne beneath the castle by the gremlins, deep into the catacombs.”

“Sorry, pieces?”

“Indeed. Your uncle did not die quietly,” Moira observed indifferently as she looked ahead once more. “Few of the masters ever do.”

He could believe that. Most sparks tended to meet messy ends, be it from a mob or, far more often, from their own creations. Who knew that meddling in God’s domain and breeding giant rodents might be hazardous to one’s health? Yet every mad genius believed they were the exception to the laws of physics. But then, that was the thing about physics. They always swung back, and hard.

“I suppose I should pay my respects at some point…” Maxim mused as they walked through a ballroom which had been converted into a lab, with vats of bubbling green suspended from the ceiling while more cabling twisted among the chandeliers, draping down to the floor like some slumbering octopus.

“That would not be advised,” Moira said.

“It wouldn’t? Why?”

“The catacombs are not a place to be ventured into lightly, master,” Moira noted. “There are things which lurk deep in those tunnels.”

“What ‘things?’”

“They have no names. And those that did have forgotten them,” she said softly. “They are the shadows of life and what lies beyond this mortal veil, and even beyond death. And they yearn to taste the beating heart of those who knew the sun and walked the world. They know no pity. But they know hunger, and will sate it by any means.”

“Oh,” Maxim said limply. “They sound… charming. And they ah, live under the castle, you said?”

“If you can call them living,” Moira replied.

“Eek ek,” the gremlin agreed, nodding sagely.

Maxim brushed his holstered revolver and looked around the arching corridor uneasily. What had he gotten himself into? Well, one thing was for damn sure. First thing tomorrow he was going to get a very strong lock for the basement.

Moira stopped before an imposing door of ancient oak and opened it, revealing a realm of chaos and paperwork. The room was likely quite large, but it had contracted by tides of ancient leather tomes and waves of papers. Had a tornado swept through, it could only have improved things. There was also a plaque hanging off the wall that said Live, Laugh, Lobotomize.

Charming, Maxim thought.

Like the prow of a wrecked ship among yellow waves, a huge desk reared from among the secretarial detritus. It was flanked by two tall, narrow windows, and just behind it was a portrait of what Maxim assumed was the office in a cleaner state, and his maternal great uncle.

Hieronymus Borscht looked like exactly the sort of man Maxim imagined him to be, possessing a low, thunderous brow and a short, somewhat portly figure. Half the man’s head was bald, and the other half was also bald, but because it was made of stainless steel. A pair of rimless spectacles clung to his nose like a climber ascending a steep cliff, and his uncle clutched a cane in one hand, while the other hand rested on a human skull.

He looked, Maxim mused, like the sort of man who delighted in not only the design of a death ray, but especially in the testing of one. Preferably on the nearest helpless hamlet.

Moira glided into the room, swaying among the perilous towers of tomes and to the desk. The maid didn’t rummage for what she sought. She simply reached into a pile and plucked a particular document out.

“The will, should you wish to sign it,” she said, laying the paper out on the table.

With considerably less nimbleness, Maxim picked his way to the desk and examined the contract which would name him lord of Grimmwald. It was pretty complicated, but he hadn’t gone to school solely to play with coeds and tesla coils. Sometimes at the same time. (Ladies loved a good tesla coil. The fun ones, at any rate). But one thing did jump out at him.

“I notice,” he said slowly, looking up at Moira. “That my name isn’t specifically on here.”

“The former master rarely concerned himself with matters of mere paperwork,” Moira answered.

“Yes. I gathered that much,” Maxim noted with another glance at the office. One wrong move and it was liable to entomb him.

“Indeed. Thus, the finding of an heir fell to me, and you are the master’s foremost male relative. As well as the most suitable.”

“Most suitable?”

“Yes,” Moira continued, her dark eyes gazing intently at him. “Your name is Maximilian Volt, though you go by Maxim. Previously a student at the Oxford School of Abnormal Science. Heir to the Volt family, you went to school to learn engineering, until an ‘incident’ occurred while testing a new device. The disaster levelled part of the school. You took the blame for your team, and were kicked out of university without a degree, and with many enemies who have worked hard to ensure you would never work in your chosen field.”

“How well informed,” Maxim noted drily.

“I am,” she said, her eyes never wavering from him, her hand resting on the will. “But worse was when you returned home, and discovered that your brother, Jules Volt, who had been acting as head of the family while your father was sick and you were at school, had disowned you.”

Maxim froze. “You…”

“Your brother,” Moira continued, voice as remorselessly unstoppable as lava rolling down towards small Roman towns, “had the backing of your family’s lawyers as well as relatives eager to be rid of you and your meddling. The incident at the university gave them the excuse, and they seized it while your mother and sisters were away on an expedition to Egypt seeking the source of the Nile and, if time allowed, to combat the Eternal Pharaoh's legions.

“You were banished from the estate,” Moira continued. “And between your brother and former instructors, you were unemployable. Funds from the family had been cut off. You were, in essence, penniless. With little money, you were about to be kicked out of your flat and perhaps travel to America to fight in the Current Wars, when a certain letter arrived, informing you that you were the last living heir of Hieronymus Borscht, and with his death, his castle and estate had been left to you. Enough money had been enclosed to see you here. Having few resources, and perhaps curious, you decided to come and see what you had inherited.”

“How… did you know all that?” Maxim asked, stunned.

“I made thorough inquiries,” Moira said. “And as a result, you are now on the cusp of claiming your great uncle’s estate, his castle, and all the resources which they encompass. You can become the lord of Grimmwald, master of the valley, and make such a name for yourself as you see fit.

“Or,” Moira continued, her pale fingers tapping the will. “You may return to England, or perhaps head elsewhere, and become whatever fate awaits you. Likely death by dysentery on the Oregon Trail, or a bullet from the thugs your brother hired to finish you off. Therefore, the choice,” Moira said, pushing the paper towards Maxim, “is yours.”

Maxim looked from the pale maid and back to the will. He glanced about the office and considered the gloomy castle which it occupied. The wild country. The infestation of gremlins, the labs of nefarious tech and equipment.

And he thought of that night in his father’s old study. Lawyers and grasping relatives lurking about like ravenous vultures. His brother before him, crowing with triumph, all but shoving into Maxim’s face the papers describing his ruination in achingly precise legal terms. He felt again the hot rage of that moment. The humiliation and fury as his whole life fell to pieces.

He looked again at the will. Well, it was hardly his first choice, but by God or the Devil or whatever things the astrology department worshipped after dark, he’d show those bastards he wasn’t done yet. They said the best revenge was a life well lived. And Maxim had never been the type to curl up like a dog and die. He’d live, dammit, and show them all what he could make of himself!

And so, picking up the pen, he signed his name.

“There,” Maxim said, looking back up at the maid. “Done.”

“So it is,” Moira said with the faintest look of satisfaction as she picked up the document and tucked it between her ample breasts. “And let me be the first to welcome you to Grimmwald, my master.” She smiled thinly. Almost… hungrily. “I’m sure you will enjoy your stay.”


A Guest in the Night

She ran.

Her limbs ached. Throbbed with pain. She tore through the foliage, leaves and branches whipping her eyes and muzzle. The scent of gunpowder stuffing her nose.

She ran.

Her wounds burned with white fire. Silver. They’d used silver! Bastards. Bastards! She could feel strength bleeding away, drained by the poisonous metals. Weakness radiating through her. And something else. Something that twisted her skin tight and sent ragged convulsions through her. Something that knotted her belly and clawed under her fur with all the pain of the Change but none of the relief. But she couldn’t stop. She had to keep running.

She could hear them coming after her. Smashing through the undergrowth. Far behind. But they were following her trail. They didn’t need to be faster than her. They’d catch her. Her strength was flagging.

They’d have her soon.

She burst from the trees, vision swimming. Jagged cliffs lurched out of the stormy sky. Seemed to close around her like the teeth of a trap. The scent of ozone hung heavy in the air, but it paled to the stink of blood and silver. She didn’t know where she was. She just had to keep moving. Keep running.

Sharp rocks cut her paws. She stumbled along the cliffs. Her head swung this way and that. She heard the shouts from far behind. She had to hide. Needed time. Time to recover. To heal.

A building rose up before her. Walls barred her path. She took a stumbling leap for them and barely cleared the top, her paws scratching the stone as she dragged herself over the crumbling edge of battlements.

Thunder boomed overhead. The air hummed as she staggered on. Lightning blazed from the sky, sparking off the building before her. Again she heard the distant shouts. She stumbled forward, fatigue dragging at her every step. A window beckoned. She bunched the last of her strength in her legs and hurled herself at it.

. . .

It was a pretty good room, Maxim had to admit. Large. Cavernous. A bed so large it could comfortably hold a family of four plus pets and maybe a mistress, for those more open-minded individuals. The paintings on the walls were shrouded in darkness and even though he’d closed the curtains, now and then the white flash of lightning still broke through along with the drum roll of thunder.

Maxim considered himself a good sleeper. He could sleep most anywhere. But something about Grimmwald didn’t lend itself to restiveness. It was comfortable, sure, but that in itself seemed off. He felt like he shouldn’t feel comfortable in a castle which had likely witnessed monstrous sins against man and nature. It disturbed him how his body wanted to uncoil the stresses of travel and recent events.

Plus, he was pretty sure he could hear the gremlins scurrying in the walls.

“There will be time to properly tour the castle later, master,” Moira had informed him. “Please, feel free to use the former master’s bedchambers. It would be a pity if you caught some wasting disease that required the draining of the blood of virgins.”

“Would it?” he’d said, noting Moira’s expression had been a bit too eager for his liking.

“Oh yes, master. Your health is paramount, of course.”

Of course.

Maxim sighed and crossed his arms behind his head. He glanced over at the iron maiden in the corner. He’d asked Moira about it.

“Your great great grandfather could only sleep to the sounds of screams,” she’d informed him.

“Is that right?” he’d said.

“Indeed, master. Sadly, it became Pavlovian. Which proved unfortunate when he was feeding an infiltrator to the alligator pit and, tragically, nodded off and fell in too.”

Maxim hadn’t asked about any of the other decorations since. But he had resolved to, if not find a less bloody room, at least redecorate this one tomorrow. Maybe some scented candles. Ideally not made out of distilled human fat…

Crash!

The silvery sound of breaking glass threw Maxim out of bed and into a defensive crouch, the revolver he’d hidden under his pillow in hand as his eyes searched the darkness. As the first burst of adrenaline faded he slowly straightened, still panning the room with the gun. Well, his window was intact, but the sound had come from somewhere nearby. His bare feet barely making a whisper, Maxim slipped over to the door. Pressing his back against the wall, he gently turned the handle, and opened the door an inch.

The hallway lay beyond. A number of bulbs strung along the ceiling buzzed and dimly flickered, reflecting off polished suits of armour and other clutter filing the gloomy corridor.

Maxim clicked his tongue and eased the door open further. He knew he shouldn’t investigate. Sounds of things breaking, screams, and the occasional maniacal laugh were to be expected in the castle like this. In fact, it would be strange not to hear them. But it was his castle now. He’d signed the paper. And he really didn’t like the idea of not knowing what was happening in his own home. Perhaps one of his uncle’s old experiments had gotten loose? That could be a problem.

But there were worse possibilities.

He wouldn’t discount Jules from having sent assassins after him. His brother was an idiot, but he was also as vicious as a rabid weasel trapped in a pair of rubber pants. So long as Maxim lived, his dear brother would not feel secure in his stolen fortune. Another reason Maxim had taken the offer to visit Grimmwald. There’d been some men in dark coats hanging around his flat before he left. And even before that, killings in the Volt family were hardly unheard of. One didn’t become the head without pruning the family tree a bit. A pity Maxim hadn’t taken that lesson to heart earlier, but oh well. Live and learn.

And he very much intended to live a long time.

Slipping out of his room, Maxim took the added precaution of lifting one of the swords off the wall and carrying it with him. It was a shame he didn’t have a disintegration ray handy, but he had just arrived, and security at the train stations had gotten so tight these days. No member of the Volt family ever felt fully dressed without a device that could liquify an assailant’s bones. A big reason his sisters had taken so well to the new fashion of expansive skirts and petticoats. One could hide so many weapons in the ruffles…

He crept down the corridor, leading with the barrel of his gun, the cold stone floor sending shivers up his legs. Carpets. That would be something else he’d get installed. If he had to live here, he’d at least be comfortable. He stepped over a few snaking cables winding along the floor like slumbering anacondas. He reached the corner and pressed against it, then peered around.

And stared.

Well, he’d found the source of the crashing noise.

The great silver bulk of a massive wolf lay among the broken glass, its side slowly rising and falling with heavy, agonised breathing. Blood already stained the floor, and a number of the lights that had been strung along the ceiling were out, their wiring either having been dislodged or the bulbs broken.

Maxim stepped warily around the corner and let his pistol fall a hair. Good God. They really did grow big up in the mountains. The beast was almost as large as a horse! He crept closer and peered over the wolf’s body, then grimaced. Those were some nasty wounds tearing along its side, its fur matted with blood.

In a flash a yellow eye sprang open and Maxim took a quick step back, revolver coming back up, but the wolf could only give a single throaty growl before the eye rolled up, and the beast slumped limply to the floor once more.

“Hm,” Maxim said, lifting his revolver and scratching his head with the barrel. “Well, that’s something.”

With considerable care, he crouched beside the silver bulk, ready to spring back if it so much as flicked an ear. He gingerly touched its side, peering at the wounds. Hmm. Not good by any means. But if treated, not life threatening. The university had a number of courses on animal anatomy, and in his youth Maxim had a dog that, unfortunately, had had a tendency to try to fight anything on four legs. This had proven a problem when cousin Boris had come by with his pet bear. Poor Scraps. But even then Maxim had known his way around a needle and electrode, and soon Scraps was back up and bouncing, so long as one changed the batteries every few weeks.

Fortunately, it didn’t look like the wolf would need that level of care. Magnificent animal, in his opinion. And it would be a shame to let it bleed out on the floor.

“Eek?”

He turned his head to find several red robed gremlins standing not far, their glowing eyes watching him from the depths of their hoods.

Maxim looked to his gun, then the wolf, and back to the diminutive creatures. “Wasn’t me,” he said.

“Eek? Ek eek?”

“Er…”

The gremlins were eying the wolf again. Maxim looked between them. He supposed he may as well make use of the situation.

“Is there a lab nearby?” he asked the group.

The gremlins looked between each other. “Eek?”

“One with some clean tools,” he added.

The gremlins cocked their heads, then nodded.

“Good. Excellent. Lend me a hand getting this in there, will you?”

The gremlins stared at him blankly.

Maxim sighed.

Fine then.

“Minions!” he shouted, voice booming down the corridor and making the gremlins jump. He gestured imperiously to the unconscious wolf. “Your master demands you bring this specimen to my nearest laboratory! I must begin my work at once. And no dawdling! Genius works with immediacy. Now obey your master! Or need I make an example of you?”

“Eek eek!”

With considerable eagerness the gremlins scampered to the wolf’s body and, with surprising strength for their small frames, heaved it up between them. Maxim watched them scuttle off and shook his head. That was the thing about gremlins. They were almost biologically tuned to certain tones. You had to give them the proper monomaniacal commands or they’d be lost.

Ah well. At least it worked.

He followed the gremlins down the hall and to a large metal door. Maxim wasn’t surprised to discover a lab so close. A man like his uncle would naturally keep a number of workshops scattered around the castle. Some would be specialised for particular work. Others would just be there for convenience in case the spark of madness and genius struck. And considering the age of Grimmwald and its many owners over the centuries, he wouldn’t be surprised if every other room was either a lab or torture chamber.

The room the gremlins heaved their burden into could have been either, but at least it was clean. It was all stone and several racks of ancient machinery stood in corners, their many sharp appendages poised at rest, and likely very harmful. But aside from some rather large spiderwebs up in the corners it looked well maintained. And most importantly, it had a massive metal slab that also sported a number of restraining straps. Doing his best not to think too hard on what or who had last been secured by it, he waved the gremlins inside.

“On there. Place it on there. And you! I saw that! No biting! You can’t eat it!”

“Eek ek eek!”

“Yes you were! I saw that saltshaker. Put it down on the slab. Good!”

Maxim brushed through the gremlins and leaned over the wolf. Several of the creatures had already begun securing its paws in the straps, the practised motions again making Maxim grimace. But once more, he reminded himself that it wasn’t their fault. It was just in their nature. Demanding that gremlins not be mad, feral little monsters constantly playing and tinkering with abominable machinery would be like declawing a cat.

“Bring me suturing thread, needles, scalpel and a pair of forceps,” he instructed the gremlins as he examined the wolf’s side. “Quick now! The master wishes to begin at once!”

“Eek!”

The gremlins scurried off about the lab, soon returning with a metal box and handing it up to Maxim.

“Good. Your master is pleased. Now, hot water and towels. Clean towels!”

“Eek ek eek!”

Maxim ignored the crackling of a dynamo as the gremlins boiled some water using an electrode. Soon enough he had a basin of boiling water and enough clean linen to outfit a galleon’s sails. By then he’d done a preliminary examination of the wolf. One thing he discovered was that it was a she. Another was the six bullet holes embedded in her hide along with a number of other cuts and bruises. But it was strange. The bullets hadn’t hit anything vital, nor had they gone too deep with her thick muscles. Could they have been poisoned somehow?

“Either way, first step is getting them out,” Maxim muttered as he gingerly took up the forceps and got to work. It took some doing to dig out the first bullet, but when he did he washed it off and lifted it to the light, where it flashed and sparkled.

“…Silver?” he said.

Wait.

Then, that would mean…

Maxim slowly looked back to the immense wolf.

No. Not a wolf.

A werewolf.

Oh dear.

Maxim swallowed. There were many werewolf clans in Europa, of course, but few of them had been what one might term ‘friendly.’ Especially in the east. Though many nations had werewolves in their armies, in the east the packs had remained largely feral and very hostile to humans at the best of times. Every week sordid stories would be printed of people going missing among the mountains or deep forests, or bloody bones were found in the woods. Naturally, it wasn’t all done by werewolves. But enough were.

Maxim tapped the forceps against a metal tray with indecision, then sighed, and got back to work fishing out the bullets.

Well, maybe she was a feral monster who’d happily tear out his throat, but that didn’t mean he had to just let her die. Besides, she was still a magnificent specimen of the species. It would be a shame for her to bleed out on his operating table. Professional pride refused to let him do so. Once she was cured… well, he’d cross that bridge when he got to it.

Time ticked by as he worked. When the final bullet came free the werewolf groaned and shifted in her bindings, but Maxim knew the poison still ran through her, making her weak. Someone had designed the silver bullets to break up when they hit, which had made his work doubly hard. He’d gotten all the pieces he could, but doubtless there were some microscopic shards still in her. Fortunately they’d pass eventually. All that was left was stitching up the wounds.

He did so with satisfaction, and soon enough he snipped the last thread and leaned back, sighing as he inspected his handiwork.

“Not bad,” he said to himself.

“Indeed, master.”

“Gah!”

Maxim whipped around, reflexively snatching up a scalpel and stopping the blade a hair’s breadth from Moira’s neck. His maid didn’t even glance down, instead examining his work.

“Excellent stitching, master. Only your great great grandmother, Agnes Borscht, could have done better. But she was a legend with the stitch. She emptied graveyards for parts as fast as she filled them.”

“Moira! Where the hell did you come from?” he gasped.

“I have always been here, master,” she said drily. “And, might I add,” she continued, finally deigning to look at the blade at her throat, “you have most excellent reflexes.”

Maxim caught himself and put down the scalpel. “Thank you,” he grunted, looking back at the wolf. “At any rate, she should heal well. I got the bullets out, and I’ll hook her up to an IV so she can recover faster.”

“A wise decision, master,” Moira said. “And I do apologize. Intruders are normally taken care of quite a bit sooner. Sadly, I was occupied last night. The handing over of the castle requires some… finesse in certain quarters.”

“Does it?” Maxim said, running a hand through his hair.

“Oh yes, master. Usually there would be considerably more ceremony when you came to power. The Grimmbell would be rung so all would know the castle is occupied once more. The citizenry would come to pay homage to you. Witches would dance naked beneath the moonlight while the devils would be drawn down from the mountains to celebrate your coming and the evil to be done. And, of course, the Knights of the Dragon would come to offer you your hereditary seat in the order.”

Maxim gave her a blank look. “…Is that right?”

“Oh yes, master. Sadly, things have grown lax in the last century or so. Why, your great uncle barely got two witches to come to his seating, and they were quite wrinkly. Your uncle seemed very unimpressed by their naked dancing.”

“Right. Well, I think we can dispense with that, then.”

“As you wish. And might you wish breakfast now?”

“Breakfast?” Maxim looked over at a nearby clock hung on the wall. He’d noticed it when he came in, and when it chimed, it would pop open and a little headsman came out, delivering a chop to another puppet’s head for every hour.

And of course, since it was Grimmwald, the clock’s chimes were screams.

Maxim squinted at the hands. Seven? Good lord, he had been busy. But that was how it often was with him. Once he got involved in a project, it just sucked him in, and the rest of the world receded into the void. He glanced again at the werewolf on the table. There was nothing else he could do there. Just give her time to recover. And make sure the gremlins didn’t try and eat her again. Fortunately it looked like the diminutive minions were satisfied for now, chattering in their high-pitched squeaks and stealing admiring looks at his work.

“Breakfast does sound good,” Maxim mused aloud.

“Excellent, master,” Moira said.

“And you lot,” Maxim rapped out, looking at the gremlins. “No eating the werewolf! Pass the word around.”

Cowled head bowed and shoulders slumped in disappointment. “Eek ek…”


The Hunters

Breakfast was had in the dining room, which was a huge, gloomy chamber filled with tattered ancient tapestries and with walls crawling with wiring. Maxim couldn’t even make out the rafters overhead, and the long table was probably big enough to serve half of Burdenga’s population. The fact that he ate alone aside from Moira hovering near his shoulder only made the space seem emptier. His chair was also quite large, absolutely looming over him, the back shaped like bat wings, and probably excellent for intimidating intruders invited for a last meal.

And given what he’d found in the kitchen, there’d been a lot of those.

Maxim was very glad he’d had the foresight to inquire not just what they had in the kitchens, but also where the ingredients came from. For when one asked a mad genius which came first, the chicken or the egg, the answer inevitably involved tinkering with the evolutionary chain, or possibly warping time in a pocket. That was always the problem with sparks. Ask them a rhetorical question, and they’d give you a factual answer, even if they had to pervert science to do it. And once the kitchen’s chicken tried to spit acid on him, Maxim decided the first thing he was going to do was some shopping in town.

“We rarely need to resort to such things,” Moira informed him. “We had a seneschal to go fetch what materials the former master required. Your uncle prided himself on the self-sufficiency of the castle. He grew all his own vegetables in the greenhouse, and raised his own meat.”

“What kind of meat?” Maxim asked as he prodded at his porridge. It had seemed safe at first, but the way it bubbled was making him uneasy.

“He was quite keen on beef, my lord. I understand his entry almost won the harvest fair.”

“Really?”

“Indeed. But only because it ate the competition.”

“Ah,” Maxim said, and poked his spoon at his porridge some more. “But I feel that I should go down to Burdenga all the same. Get to know the city, you know?”

“Of course, master. You are quite wise. There are some other legal matters you would wish to attend to as well. The burgomaster, Mister Clausewitz, lives there. It would be good to inform him that you have taken up possession of the castle, and the affairs within it.”

“Ah. Legal business. Delightful,” Maxim sighed.

Moira nodded somberly. “Indeed, master. You will also no doubt wish to impale a few people around the town square in order to properly convey your occupation of the castle.”

“I don’t suppose just mailing out some pamphlets would do?” he hazarded.

“Hardly traditional, master.”

He poked at his porridge again, which sucked at his spoon in with a slurping sound and wouldn’t let go. “Well, what would be traditional but leave everyone alive afterwards?”

Moira pondered that moment. “Well, master, your great great uncle Oubald the Flayer was quite proud of his mutant howler monkey. He rode it up to city hall, had it climb onto the roof, and bellow to the properly terrified populace who he was. You could try that.”

“Charming traditions around here,” Maxim noted drily.

“Indeed, master. And of course, you would need someone to go down to the city with you. To carry luggage and so forth.”

“You?” he hazarded.

Moira hesitated, but nodded. “As you say, master. Though I have never left the castle before.”

“What? Never? Not even for vacation?”

“I take a holiday on the solstice, master,” she replied. “But I remain on the grounds. I will inform you closer to the date when I will be unavailable.”

He looked up at her. “If you did need some vacation time, Moira, I’d be happy to give you some.”

Moira drew herself up, her normally unflappable expression growing severe. “There is no need, master,” she said, her voice having the same grim finality as earth thrown onto a coffin lid. “I serve the castle and the master. Always.”

Hard to argue with a tone like that. “All the same, if you prefer not to go, I suppose I could try and bring some gremlins.”

“Unlikely, master. They dislike being away from the castle as well, and the townsfolk are not fond of them.”

“Imagine that,” Maxim muttered.

“Indeed.” Moira suddenly paused, lifting her head and cocking it as if listening to something.

Maxim eyed her. “Moira?” he asked.

She looked back at him quickly. “On that note, you have some guests, master.”

“Guests?” he said in surprise and sudden suspicion.

“Yes, master. They arrived just now, and seem to want to speak to you.”

“About what?”

“I’m sure nothing important, master. If you wish, I shall have them… depart.”

What an ominous way to phrase it, he thought. Especially with the gleam in Moira’s eye. “No, no. That’s alright,” he said, pushing away his bowl and rising to his feet. “It seems my porridge has eaten my spoon anyway. I’ll see them. We do want to make a good first impression on the locals, after all.”

“As you say, master,” Moira said with a curtsy.

Maxim followed the maid through the cavernous corridors of Grimmwald. Now and then they passed gremlins hurrying about on whatever arcane business kept them occupied. A few lugged pieces of equipment or machinery. Two carrying a massive gas canister even bowed a little to him as they passed.

Before long, Maxim found himself in the foyer once more. It was just as gothically grim as last night, and the perpetual overcast that seemed to shroud the mountains around the castle barely allowed a glimmer of daylight as they stepped outside.

They crossed the overgrown courtyard and went to the gates, which Moira opened with a noisome creak. By day, the bridge spanning the gorge before the castle was as forbidding as he remembered, with the braziers and imposing statues flanking the path on either side. But now, in addition to these, there were half a dozen men idling around. They were dressed in dull coloured hunting cloaks and most carried heavy-duty rifles. Some looked like locals, Maxim observed, and seemed uneasy in the shadow of the castle.

All save one.

Maxim picked him out as the leader immediately. His cloak was dark green and brown, seeming to blend into the background whenever he moved. A tricorn hat sat upon his head and a heavy carbine was slung over his shoulder, the weapon looking well used and maintained. A thick moustache curled from his upper lip, and one eye looked sharply at Maxim, the other masked under a red lens and attached to his face by a plate of copper like he wore a rifle scope.

Maxim drew himself up slowly. He knew these men, by reputation if not name. One could find them all over Europa and beyond.

Huntsmen.

The slayers of wild monsters who plagued humanity. Not quite gentlemen adventurers, but they did a job many others would shy from, and it was a career with a high attrition rate.

Which made the age of the man before Maxim all the more notable. There was a tightness in him. Like a hunting dog straining at the end of a leash, and his good eye glared at Maxim as if already imagining where best to put a round of buckshot.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” Maxim said.

“And you are?” the man snapped out.

“Maxim Volt. The master of the castle.”

The hunter cocked his head slowly, like an owl scrutinising something small and fluffy venturing out onto the forest floor. “I heard Grimmwald’s master was dead.”

“He is,” Maxim replied. “Apparently. I’m the heir.”

The hunter’s lip twitched against the scar on his lip. He dipped into a stiff bow. “Well! My greetings. Ingval Wessen. At your service.”

“Lovely to meet you,” Maxim replied with a slight nod. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“No pleasure, I assure you,” Ingval said darkly, peering past Maxim. “You see, we were hunting a beast around these parts. A monster such as few have ever seen. And we have reason to believe it got into your castle.”

“Did it? Dear me,” Maxim said.

“You didn’t hear anything?” Ingval demanded, staring at Maxim, crosshair lens whirring as it shifted in its setting.

“Nothing,” Maxim confessed with a shrug. “But that’s not surprising. It’s a big castle. A lot can escape my notice. I’ll be inspecting it today, though, and will be sure to keep an eye out.”

“If it’s alright with you,” Ingval growled, taking a step forward, “we’d be happy to take a look around ourselves.”

Maxim quickly moved into his path, blocking the way. “Oh no. That’s not necessary.”

The huntsman paused, glaring at him. “Not necessary? I don’t think you understand the seriousness here.”

“Don’t I?”

“No,” Ingval snapped, and there was something in his tone that made Maxim stiffen. A note of grim fanaticism as the man’s scarred lip twitched again. “You do not appreciate the danger these beasts pose. The viciousness of them. ‘Tis a monster that goes about in the guise of a man. A creature of the wilds that walks in mockery of human form. A beast. A predator! They creep among us, their souls blackened with their unholy taint. Enticing and tempting with their savagery. Their hunger! Their potent, animal lust!”

Maxim stared at the twitching man. “Sorry, lust?”

“Oh yes!” Ingval snarled, his moustache quivering. “Their unconscionable need to breed! Their efforts all aimed to rape and plunder the virgin innocence of humanity! Defiling them with their savage affections.”

“I… see,” Maxim said.

“Which is why I warn you,” Ingval thundered, pointing a gloved finger at Maxim, his shoulders hunched, his face screwed up around his good eye as if the intensity of his gaze pulled his flesh around it. “They are savage, brutish beasts! Ones without true care or loyalty. A bitch! A mongrel! They have no love. Only lust! Raw, bestial desire! They’ll rut and entice with their savage charms. Seduce with their wildness and seeming freedom, but it’s a lie! They’re not so great. Not so glamorous. They’re animals! Beasts! Monsters whose carnal appetites cannot be sated by any one woman! They always want more. More! More!”

Maxim gave Ingval a baffled look. Even some of the other hunters were giving their leader wary glances. Maxim cleared his throat. “Well,” he said. “Duly warned. If I spot any of this… savage rutting, I’ll be sure to give you a call.”

Ingval took another step forward, jabbing a finger into Maxim’s chest. “Do not underestimate them, boy! A monster prowls these woods and crags. It may be wounded, but a wounded animal is twice as lethal. Twice as deadly! I suggest you let us check your castle. Ensure it was taken care of properly!”

“I would love to. Really,” Maxim said. “But I’m afraid I just moved in, and the place is an absolute mess right now. Rooms in disarray. Tapestries moth eaten. Experiments peeing acid on the rugs. Just dreadful. But I’ll be sure to let you know if I need any help though. Best of luck with your hunt.”

Ingval’s hand snapped out, grabbed Maxim by his shirt collar. “If you won’t let us in, then we’ll-“

A soft click echoed among the cliffs. Ingval froze, then slowly looked down. Only his eye did this, owing to the fact the barrel of Maxim’s revolver was pressed against the underside of his jaw.

“Let go. Of my jacket,” Maxim said, still smiling, but menace clear in his tone.

Ingval slowly did so.

“Lovely,” Maxim said, his revolver moving from Ingval’s chin to point square at the other man’s heart.  “So glad we can have a civil conversation. But I’m afraid I’m awful company at the moment. Just woke up you see, and I had a very bad night. So in that spirit, I’d like to ask you gentlemen to kindly get off my damn property.”

Ingval tilted back his head, glaring down at Maxim. He growled, then turned sharply with a sweep of his cloak. “Come on,” he barked at the rest of his crew.

The other hunters drew back, closing around their leader as they retreated across the bridge. Maxim watched them go, then holstered his pistol and quickly backed up through the doors of the castle. Moira closed them with a boom that echoed in the courtyard and she turned to face him.

“Very well done, master,” she observed.

“Thanks,” Maxim said, brushing off his shirt with a glance back at the doors. “But I doubt we’ve seen the last of them. Tell the gremlins to keep an eye out.”

“Of course, master. Shall this interfere with your visit to town?”

Maxim considered that for a moment, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “They’ll probably skulk back around and continue looking for a hole in the castle’s security, maybe try and find out where the werewolf got in. If any do, try and capture them alive. And in as few pieces as possible. Meanwhile, I still need those supplies. In fact, it’s even more important I get them. If I make a show around town, it’ll make those hunters less likely to try anything.”

“Wise, master,” Moira said. “Very wise indeed.”


Into Burdenga

Maxim wasn’t entirely sure what he expected from a Grimmwald carriage. Perhaps an ebony cart with long curtains, pulled by horses black as midnight, with manes of flame and hooves that burned marks in the ground wherever they stepped. Or perhaps a mobile gunship, loaded with cannons and torture wheels that ran on the blood of those it ran over. All a testament to his ancestor’s engineering, which meant it was both impressive, and also liable to kill someone up to and including its operator.

What he got was Baba Yaga’s spare ride.

Maxim stared at the strange vehicle crouched in the garage. The frame was like most carriages, but instead of wheels it had a pair of mechanical legs like a chicken’s made of brass and pistons. A massive exhaust pipe jutted from the back like a copper chimney, and the frame was emblazoned with filigree like leering skulls.

The whole thing crouched on the cobblestones, softly chugging and hissing with readiness. Several gremlins were still crawling over it, banging away and adjusting mechanisms.

“This is my carriage?” Maxim asked, standing there in his driving coat, scarf and goggles.

“Of course, master,” Moira said, popping up at his side and gesturing proudly. “The Yaga was your great great great aunt’s personal conveyance. She was quite fond of it, and rode it to church every Sunday in her efforts to seduce and corrupt the local vicar.”

A sudden belching chug from the engine made Maxim jump. He grimaced uneasily. “I don’t have anything more…” He groped for a word better than ‘not a death trap’. “...robust?”

“Of course you do, master. But I fear the inevitable entropy of all man's creations has afflicted them, leaving the rest of the stable in poor condition. I suppose,” she mused, “if you truly wished we could arrange for something. And perhaps we will even be able to reach the city before it explodes, ripping us apart in a fireball of agony and visceral horror.”

Maxim winced. “Right. We’ll… make the Yaga work.”

“Excellent choice, master.”

Maxim approached the bipedal machine and examined it more closely. Gremlins squeaked and scrambled off to gather about Moira, watching him eagerly. Despite the Yaga’s clear age (Really? Injection pistons? Not in his lifetime), it looked to be in good repair. Someone had built it to last. He climbed into the driver’s seat and examined the controls. Didn’t seem too complicated. The gear shift was there. The controls here. The deployable flamethrower there. And the starter…

Maxim nodded in satisfaction and glanced down at Moira. “Coming?” he asked.

“Of course, master,” she said, though for the first time Maxim noted an air of extreme reluctance about her as she drifted towards the contraption.

He felt a pang of guilt. “You don’t really have to…”

“No, master,” she said firmly, grasping the rim of the passenger side and pulling herself aboard with a flutter of dark cloth. “I must serve the master in all he does. I will not fail so early.”

Maxim hesitated, but after that, what was there to say? “Alright. Hold on tight.”

He saw her clutch the dash as he gave the starter a pull. He tried not to flinch as the legs hissed, spewing steam as they slowly rose, carrying him off the ground until the Yaga balanced on its legs like some nightmarish metallic ostrich.

“Eek ek eeek!” the gremlins cheered ecstatically.

With a wave of farewell, Maxim cranked the levers, the Yaga swaying as it swung about towards the gate. With a pull of the accelerator, his nightmarish mount started off, bounding out the front of the castle, banging across the bridge and down the highway with a springy, clanking stride.

Maxim grit his teeth, but despite the rough ride, he quickly got a handle on the controls, and even began to enjoy the journey, though the stride of the machine remained jarring.

The Yaga loped down the twisting road towards Burdenga, smoke pouring in their wake from the exhaust pipes. The thick forest of Nicht grew on either side of the ancient highway, the dark trunks menacing ranks closing in tight as regiments waiting for a whiff of grapeshot. Soon, however, the trees broke away to reveal rolling fields and farmer’s cottages, and beyond that the tall walls of Burdenga itself.

So much for making a subtle entrance, Maxim thought sourly as his mechanical carriage rattled through the gates of the city, horses tethered to farmer carts whinnying and cantering aside at the noise. He hadn’t had an opportunity to really appreciate the town when he’d arrived, but in the light of day it was an impressive sight.

The roofs were sloped in typical Slavic style, the houses rows of squarish buildings that reminded him as much of fortifications as homes. Curling metal rails peeked from balconies and a river ran through the middle of the town, twisting away into the distance. It was a busy place, and more than a few people stopped and watched him grind through the streets. Soon he passed near the railyard, where industry rumbled with its unstoppable voice.

As he did, Maxim got a better look at the new factories that had been constructed, growing up like dismal slabs of brickwork tombs. Smokestacks rose from atop them like minarets, spewing dark clouds and plastering the ground with layers of ash, blackening the buildings around them like a spreading cancer. Some workers paused in their labours, their hollow eyes watching him go by. Industry marched on, Maxim mused as he drove past them and towards the town square, where a fountain rose from the centre among stalls and bordered by shops. There was also quite a few beggars, most of whom looked to be missing limbs, and who watched his arrival with empty eyed interest.

The square was busy, and several people scrambled from his path as the Yaga skipped into the open space. Maxim hastily yanked on a brake lever, the machine growling with a mechanical whirr as if in protest, but it slowed before finally coming to a swaying halt, crouching down with a hiss of depressing hydraulics.

Maxim let out a long breath, took off his goggles and dismounted. From the cab Moira slumped down, leaning against the vehicle with a shuddering groan.

“That bad?” he said.

“Blergh…” she managed.

Maxim patted her back. “We’ll look into putting in some shock absorbers,” he said as he peered up at what could only be city hall.

It was a large building, dominating the square with its sloping tiled roofs and high stained windows. Solid and gloomy looking, but with the typical gothic grandeur of the age, an elaborate clock tower rose from the front, the great hands slowly ticking away the years.

Less appealing was a pair of gibbets that looked to have been hammered into the sidewalk in front of it. Two figures slowly swung from the ropes, their bodies looking weather-beaten and decayed. Signs had been hung on their necks reading, ‘Corporate Saboteurs’.

Maxim frowned and glanced about, noticing that everyone about the square was pointedly not looking at the strung-up men. A brutal justice, if effective.

“Watch the Yaga,” he told Moira. “I shouldn’t be long.”

“Yes… urp… Yes, master,” she said, waving a floppy sleeve after him.

Maxim gave her another reassuring pat before making his way up the steps and pushed open the grand doors.

The receiving room was a wide barren space lit by high windows. A clerk was crouched over a heavy ledger at the room’s sole desk, his pen scratching as he bent fixedly to his task. Short, wearing a waistcoat and with a balding head, he reminded Maxim a little of a frog with his large eyes and lack of a neck. Maybe he was a chimera? If so, Maxim was quite impressed with the workmanship.

Maxim’s steps echoed hollowly as he crossed the room, halting before the desk and clearing his throat. Then did it again when that didn’t get a response. The clerk grunted, finishing what he’d been writing, then finally deigned to look up and at him with large, watery eyes.

“Yes?” the clerk said.

“Hello. Is the burgomaster in?” Maxim asked.

“He is. And is extremely busy. What do you want?”

Wonderful first impression, Maxim thought with a frown. “My name is Maxim Volt. And I seem to be the new master of Castle Grimmwald.”

The clerk stared at him, a drop of ink falling from the tip of his pen to splatter on the ledger. “You… are?” he said.

“Apparently,” Maxim replied, digging into his pocket and producing a copy of the will. He placed it pointedly on the ledger. “Says so here.”

The clerk took it, his buggy eyes flicking as he rapidly read. As he did so, Maxim couldn’t help but notice that the man was growing increasingly green.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Eh?” The clerk’s eyes snapped back up and a wobbly smile alighted his lips. “Oh. Oh! Ah, yes. Yes, of course. A thousand pardons, my lord, and especially for the ah… the reception. I didn’t know… that is… ah…”

“It’s fine,” Maxim said as he plucked the will from the clerk’s shaking fingers. “Really.”

“His lordship is… is too kind,” the froggy man stammered, practically falling out of his chair in his haste to get out from behind his desk, all the while bowing and scraping. “Really! So very kind. I will, er, the burgomaster is right this way! Please, come. Come, my lord. Er, master? Which do you prefer?”

“Either is fine,” Maxim said.

“Yes. Yes! Of course. Fine. Fine. Ahem. Ah, yes. So! You are the new lord, yes? Of G-Grimmwald? Marvelous! How lucky the castle is to er, have you, sire.” The clerk gave a croaking laugh as he toadied so hard he fairly hopped. “Right this way, my lord. Right this way!”

Well, that was a change, Maxim mused as he followed the man, who practically shoved open the doors deeper into the building, barking at any other employees they crossed paths with to get out of the way. He was doing everything short of throwing roses and rolling out a red carpet. All of which was making Maxim deeply uncomfortable. He was a modern man, after all. And this was… well, a bit much.

Fortunately it didn’t last long, and they soon reached their apparent destination, with the clerk swivelling about and bowing in front of a pair of large doors. “I will prepare him for your arrival, my lord.”

“Feel free.”

With another bow, the clerk opened the door a crack and squeezed inside. Maxim rocked on his heels, idly looking about the hall as he waited.

“What!”

Maxim jolted at the shout and looked sharply at the door.

“Who? You’re sure? Heavens help us all!”

Moments later the door opened again and the clerk stuck his squat head through.

“The ah, burgomaster will see you, sir.”

“Thanks,” Maxim said, walking into the office.

It was a tight space, with shelves upon shelves given over to tomes of documents. The air was thick and smelled of tobacco, and large windows illuminated the interior. Maps of Burdenga filled the walls, most ancient, but a few Maxim noticed showed the railyard, the airship towers, and even the factories. Behind a desk stood a large man who reminded Maxim distinctly of a walrus. His great, bushy moustache spilled from his upper lip, draping a cigar that jutted importantly from his mouth. He wore an officious suit of black that swelled over a robust stomach, along with a chain of office sporting a golden amulet with the gear and skull crest of Burdenga on it.

The heavyset man stroked his thick moustache, his brows knit. “Hr hrmf! Well, hello! And you must be the new master of the castle. Welcome! Welcome. Burgomaster Clausewitz. Forgive me, my lord. Had you sent advance warning, hr hrm, we could have prepared better.”

“I didn’t want to make a huge fuss of things,” Maxim said, shaking the man’s hand.

“Of course not. No matter. Why, we never even noticed your horde arriving.”

“My horde?”

“Hr hrmf! Yes,” Clausewitz said, taking his cigar out and tapping out some ashes into a nearby tray. “The army of monsters or cogs you rode in with. Ah, but mayhaps you arrived in an airship? But no matter. Only, normally, we’d have had time to gather up the comeliest wenches in town for you to choose from. Plus, of course, had all the local merchants put together a ah… welcome package of gold. As is tradition.”

“Ah,” Maxim said. “Right. That. Afraid not.”

“Only, since you are here, might I see some… proof of your claim to the castle?”

Fair enough, Maxim supposed. Producing the will once more, he handed it over to Clausewitz. The large man took it, peering at the words with great importance, but Maxim could tell he was reading it closely. At length, seemingly satisfied, Clausewitz nodded and rolled it back up.

“Well, hr hrm! Yes. Yes. seems to be in order. And I would like to welcome you, my lord, as our new tyrant.”

In the midst of taking the will back, Maxim paused. “Sorry, tyrant?”

“Oh yes!” Clausewitz said, adjusting his jacket as he puffed on his cigar. “Hr hrmf! Verily, my lord. Verily! You are the ruler of Grimmwald, and therefore its environs. And as such, you are our rightful tyrant, to reign over with appropriate despotism and cruelty, as you see fit. Burn down a few villages. Salt the earth. That sort of thing.”

“Ideally I’ll be keeping the arson to a minimum,” Maxim said slowly. “But could you get back to that first thing?”

“Ah, yes! The wenches. Might I interest you in my daughter? A most handsome gel, I might add. Beautiful and with quite abundant… hr hrm, tracks of land.”

Maxim pressed a finger to his brow, praying for patience. “Not… You said tyrant of the valley? What did you mean?”

“Ah!” Clausewitz declared, brightening, the tip of his cigar glowing. “Yes! Yes. Hr hrmf! Yes. The ruler of Grimmwald is also the tyrant of the valley, of course. We’ve been proudly terrorised by them for well over fifteen hundred years! In the town motto, in fact. Ah! But you’re one of those modern tyrants, eh? Want the paperwork for it, hrm?”

“That would be helpful,” Maxim said. If nothing else, to help him make sense of whatever the hell was going on.

“Of course! Of course. Tibor! Where were we keeping that? No no! Don’t bother. I’ll find it. Let me see.”

Maxim hung back, watching as Clausewitz trundled into the back of the office and began sorting through several ledgers, assisted by the frog-like clerk. After considerable muttering to himself, Clausewitz triumphantly turned, heaving a heavy black book from a pile and slamming it down on the table. “Aha! Here we are, sir. Hr hrm! Yes. As master of Grimmwald, you are now the owner of the environs on which the castle sits,” he said, spinning the book around and opening it, blowing some dust off the paperwork.

Maxim leaned in, inspecting the map. “So I own…”

“Everything within the boundaries here, sir.”

Maxim’s eyebrows rose sharply. “That’s the entire valley!”

“And the forests. Hr hrmf! And the mountains,” Clausewitz added, beaming as he tapped out another mass of ash from his cigar. “Yes, sire. And you are entitled to the incomes which they produce. Which, ah, were in arrears for a time, but with some proper management could become quite productive. Hr hrm. Yes.”

Maxim rocked back on his heels in amazement. “Well,” he breathed.

“We’re delighted you’re so pleased, my lord,” Calusewitz continued affably. “The local guilds and the various members of the business community will, of course, need to be summoned and informed of this development. But they will be posthaste. And of course, hr hrmf, there are some legal papers up to be signed. Blood pacts, oaths of loyalty, that sort of business. But in essence, my lord, yes. You are in ownership of a considerable estate. Much of it is unproductive wilderness, true, but considerable nonetheless. With lovely forests, soaring mountains, and a beautiful river. Would you like a tour, my lord?”

Still dazed, Maxim barely heard him. “Hm? What? A tour? Oh, perhaps later…”

“Of course, my lord. Of course! Hrm hrmf, but when you’re ready for it, I highly recommend my daughter. Has an excellent grasp of the landscape. And-”

“Tracts of land. Yes. You mentioned that. But for now, do you think I could get a copy of this?” Maxim asked, tapping a finger on the map.

“Of course, sir. Just a moment.”

Clausewitz turned around once more and, after fishing through the sea of paperwork, emerged a moment later with a thick envelope. “Here, sir. Hr hrmf! Yes. I was employed gainfully by your predecessor, and with his passing accumulated all the legal documentation I could, given the circumstances. And have been waiting most eagerly to provide it to, hr hrm, his heir. It should all be there. The transference of property outside the castle may take a few days, but I will begin it at once.”

“Thank you,” Maxim said, taking the envelope. “I appreciate it.”

“Only doing my service, sir,” Clausewitz declared, puffing up both his cigar and chest. “And, let me say, hr hrmf, how pleased I and the rest of the town am to see a master in the castle once more.”

“You are?”

“Absolutely, my lord!” Clausewitz exclaimed, nodding so fast ash rained down from his cigar and onto the slope of his gut. “Hr hrm! Oh yes. Any full blooded valley lad has been looking forward to seeing a proper tyrant around again. In fact, many were gainfully employed by the old masters. The butchers, the bakers, the gravediggers. Oh yes! A proper economic boon to have a master in the castle again, yes sire. Generations of townsfolk have worked for your family, my lord. Why, we’ve been simply at a loss. With bated breath we’ve been waiting to see how things develop and if any danger passes. Hr hrm! Yes. I do hope to be of service in the future, my lord,” Clausewitz said with another deferential bow.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Maxim said, tucking the folder under an arm and leaving the man’s office, his head still spinning at the revelations.

A tyrant?

Him?

Maxim shook his head. And why did Clausewitz seem so eager about it? Well, presumably out of fear. That would make the most sense. But though Tibor was clearly spooked, the burgomaster seemed delighted at the idea. What a strange place, he thought as he exited the town hall.

And saw someone closely inspecting the Yaga.

Maxim slowed, his eyes immediately locking on to the stranger. He stood out, and not just because he had a good two inches on anyone else around. A large, heavy coat hung off him, trimmed with fur, and giving him a bulky build. His head rose from the thick collar, a silk black top hat shading his eyes, but the most notable thing about him was that his jaw and much of his throat had been replaced with brass plating, trimmed with elegant gold filigree like some baroque altar.

In fact, the man absolutely radiated wealth, be it the diamond that capped his walking stick, or the embossed silver that decorated the artificial hand which held it. He also wasn’t alone. Several large men in thick black coats stood nearby, obviously bodyguards, their bowler hats pulled down tight on their heads, and faces like beefsteaks someone had tenderized with a sledgehammer. All also wore gold badges marked with what looked like a crest sporting a smokestack and crossed hammers.

The last member of their company was a studious looking woman wearing half-moon glasses. Dressed in a prim, corseted dress, she wore a small hat and carried a clipboard. Sharply beautiful, she seemed to be taking rapid notes on whatever the wealthy man was saying.

Maxim scanned the scene quickly and finally spotted Moira, who was standing in front of the Yaga, glaring at the men before her.

Maxim rapidly crossed the sidewalk. “Can I help you gentlemen?” he asked aloud.

The man with the brass throat turned at his voice and seemed to smile. Or, at least, the mechanism of his jaw tried to give the impression. It was like being smiled at by a cow catcher. “Well hello!” the man said, voice crackling and distorted, coming through some mechanical voice box in his throat. He waved his metallic arm at the Yaga. “You must be the owner of this fine vehicle.”

“I am,” Maxim said. “Maxim Volt. And you are…”

“Tiberius Chrome,” Chrome said, tipping his hat and putting out his hand of flesh. “A pleasure to meet the new master of Grimmwald.”

Maxim froze in the midst of reaching out. “How did you know about that?” he asked as he finally shook Chrome’s hand.

“Simple!” Chrome declared with a hiss of static. “You went up to the castle and afterwards came back out. A feat no one but the master of Grimmwald can do without invitation. And given the unfortunate passing of your predecessor…”

“You’re well informed,” Maxim observed.

“Ignorance is the enemy of every businessman. You did come in on one of my trains, after all.”

“You’re the head of the Grand Chromium Company?”

“The very same!” Chrome said with another airy wave. “And I’ve been looking forward to making your acquaintance since you arrived.”

“Arrived? I arrived last night,” Maxim said.

“At eight o’clock in the evening on a sleeper train from Oberwan,” the woman in glasses remarked.

“Exactly so, Claria,” Chrome said affably. “One of our new executive lines. An excellent choice. Fast! And I believe in moving fast. You have to be quick in this business. Industry doesn’t sleep! And speaking of, Max. May I call you Max?”

“I’d rather you-”

“Capital! Anyway, Max, I would love to discuss some wonderful opportunities that the new lord of Grimmwald will surely appreciate. Shall we do lunch?”

“Lunch? I-“

“Only the finest restaurant in Burdenga. I have a controlling interest in it, and in fact invested early on in its development. That’s how you make the world work for you! Get in early. Get in smart.”

Maxim was on the cusp of refusing. Chrome had the sort of overbearing personality he loathed, and the forced familiarity grated. But he was quite hungry. And perhaps more importantly, Chrome was clearly an important person in the town. Odds were good they’d be running into each other at some point. Best to feel him out, and find out what he wanted.

For now.

“Sounds… delightful,” Maxim said. “And, my maid…”

“Can join us, of course. Why not? We can make a whole afternoon of it. Right this way!”

Chrome started off, Claria close at hand, and after a moment Maxim followed. Moira glided up beside him as they walked, and Maxim gave her a sideways glance. “Do you know about him?” he asked softly.

She shook her head, dark hair fluttering. “Forgive my ignorance, master, but I do not. I have gotten no news from outside the castle for some time.”

Maxim nodded distractedly, eying Chrome’s back, and didn’t fail to notice the big bodyguards close around them in a wall of black. He also noted how people on the sidewalk rapidly scrambled out of their way, with Chrome bulling forward like one of his trains.

They were ferried to a particular building, of elegant style with balconies framed with fine steel curled like ivy. The walls were painted a pale white and framed by decorative pillars, and as they entered they were hit by air scented with spices and cooking meat.

“Here we are!” Chrome declared over the clink of cutlery and the soothing music of a pianist set on a small stage. “The Dinner at Delphi! No finer establishment in the city. I should know. If there was one, I’d have it closed down. Ha ha ha!”

Maxim nodded along as Claria had a word with the maître d', which brought them immediately to a table on the balcony with a brilliant view overlooking much of the town. A sight marred somewhat by the forest of smoke stacks clawing out of the industrial sector.

“You’ve got to try the beef bourguignon,” Chrome said with a crackling of his speaker as they took their respective seats. “Highly recommended. By me, no less, so you know it’s good. And the wine comes from Calais, France. A former vampire vineyard, before they were driven out by the Revolution. Excellent stuff! And quite expensive. Which was why I invested in it. Bought it at a song!”

“I really shouldn’t…” Maxim said, watching as Claria and two of the big men in black took up positions by the stairs leading down.

“Of course you can,” Chrome declared with a broad gesture and the gleam of a smile. “Indulge a little! My treat, of course. Consider it an investment. And I’d be a pretty poor host if I insisted otherwise. Besides! It’s a celebration too! Because you, my friend, seem to have come into ownership of considerable property, eh?” Chrome said with an eye trained on the folder Maxim had set down.

Maxim caught the look. “So it seems. But I’m still looking into it.”

“Good man!” Chrome said, beckoning a waiter. “My usual please, Ruben. And you?”

Maxim scanned the menu and shrugged. “The beef bourguignon, I suppose. Moira?”

“I am fine,” she said.

“You’re not hungry?”

“I hunger, master. But not for food.”

“Right,” Maxim said, having become somewhat used to such strange statements from the monochrome maid. “Just the bourguignon, it seems.”

“An excellent choice. And my treat, of course,” Chrome added as he handed his menu to the waiter, who bowed and unobtrusively shuffled away. “A man should understand the value of money. For it truly makes the world go round. As I’m sure you know, Max. You’ve come from England, yes?”

“I have,” Maxim said, hiding his irritation at the nickname.

“Wonderful place! So filled with modern ideas. Of industry! Where the light of progress shines the brightest upon the world, banishing the backwardness and ignorance of the old. A place that knows the value of currency. I’m sure you agree.”

“It certainly has its uses,” Maxim said.

“Exactly!” Chrome declared, thumping the table as a waiter poured him some wine. “That’s it exactly! It’s a brave new world my friend, and run with the grease of currency! And what could be more pure? More perfect? More powerful! Kroener. Shekels. Pounds. Dollars! Just the sound of it fills my heart to bursting with joy!”

“Can’t exactly argue with that,” Maxim replied as his and Moira’s glasses were filled as well. “Money is always useful.”

“Exactly,” Chrome said, sweeping up his glass with a whirr of his mechanical hand. “Naturally, some might see it as crass, but their time is over, my friend. The age of equality is upon us! Though the French Revolution largely failed in its aims, aside from killing huge numbers of people, the rise of capital shall deliver it to us! Why, in our father’s time, only those born into power could get it. Only someone whose father’s father was given land and title could sit on the top of the heap, never even dreaming what life was like on the bottom. Never knowing those they crushed to live in such comfort. Or like us! We get to know the common man before we squeeze them. Because we care. We’re people persons!

“Yes,” Chrome continued wistfully. “Times are changing, my friend. It’s the era of the new man! Men of ambition and drive and intelligence. Wealth is ours for the taking.” Chrome lifted his wineglass. “We are the new nobility! And we shall knight ourselves with gold!”

Chatty fellow, Maxim thought as he took up his own glass and clinked it against Chrome’s. “Is that why you wanted to meet me?” he asked before taking a sip.

Chrome nodded, his voice box crackling a bit as he drank. “That, and a number of other reasons, of course. I have great respect for sparks. Their technological talents have changed the world! And not just with monsters. Without their ingenuity, such inventions like airships, the telegraph, and the combination potato peeler and sheep shearer would never have been invented! Why, women would still suffer from hysterics were it not for the invention of the Auto Vibro Wand. But there is one great weakness with sparks, my friend. They do not know how to capitalize on their creations. Terrorize, to be sure. But turn them into profit? Not at all! At least, they didn’t. But the times are a changing, aren’t they? Which is why I was eager to speak to you. You see, I have a fantastic opportunity for you.”

“I gathered that,” Maxim said as their lunch was delivered, still steaming. Taking up his fork and knife, Maxim sliced into his food, the sizzle of meat and rich scent of herbs wafting to him. “What do you have in mind?”

“Simple,” Chrome said, his mechanical hand whirring softly as he swirled his drink, took a sip and set it down. “You have recently come into a fair sized holding. All of Grimmwald and its various properties, am I right? Ha ha! Of course I am. And it’s an exciting prospect, I bet. Eh, Max? But I know you, my friend.”

“Do you?” Maxim asked.

Chrome’s grin gleamed with promise and literal gold. “Oh yes. You’re a young man, filled with drive. Without capital, but exploding with ambition. Ambitions that cannot be satisfied in the backwaters of the war-torn east, defending holdings against upstart rivals, monsters, and Slavs. To be tied down to a crumbling ruin and wilderness is not a thing for men like you and me. The world moves fast! And moves elsewhere. In the booming cities and industry! Not in countryside peasants and playing with ancient devices of doom and gloom. And because of that, I have an offer for you.”

“What offer?” Maxim said as he sipped his drink.

Chrome smiled again with his glittering jaw, his mechanical fingers delicately knitting beneath his chin as he leaned forward, collar fluffing around his head like the mane of a lion. “Simple, my friend. I’m offering to buy your castle and its properties. For fifteen million pounds.”

Maxim choked on his wine. Moira patted his back as he set down his glass, coughing to clear his throat. “Fifteen…” he gasped.

“Is that a lot, master?” Moira asked.

“Y-yeah,” Maxim managed, hastily wiping his mouth with a gold embossed napkin.

“A very generous offer, as you seem to realize,” Chrome said, teeth glittering. “And I assure you, to be paid immediately. Why, I’d write a cheque right now! Claria?”

The clerk was suddenly at his side, placing a cheque book on the table.

“Capital. You see?” Chrome declared. “And I know a man like you doesn’t have much use for such an extensive, crumbling property as that castle. You have bigger ideas for yourself! Why should you be shackled to it when life has its opportunities elsewhere? With that much money, you could become anything. Anywhere! Rediscover Solomon’s mines. Invest in a new lab. Help conquer and exploit ignorant savages in foreign climes. Buy a title out from under one of the Hundred Houses. Live as a king in Africa! Become a Pasha in India. Tour the world for years or just eighty days. In this era, my friend, money will give you the power to do whatever you want. And I am willing to invest in you.”

Maxim believed it. Fifteen million? That was more than the entire Volt estate. He could return to England and throw it in his dear brother’s face. Hell, with that kind of cash, he could easily swing those backing his brother to his side. Or why not go to South America and seek to discover one of the lost cities of the Ion Amazons? Visit the Winter Lords of the north pole? Outfit an expansive lab with all the latest technology and equipment? Hire an army of assistants? A horde of servants?

He could do anything.

Maxim licked his lips at the idea, but shook his head. But did he trust Chrome? Well, on the matter of the money, most likely. Chrome could surely pay. His jawbone alone could buy a mansion. But something about the offer rankled Maxim. It was a lot of money. Perhaps too much money to throw at him all at once.

Or, rather, maybe it wasn’t that much money compared to what Chrome was really after…

Unfortunately, Maxim didn’t know what that was. But being a member of the Volt family meant that paranoia wasn’t just an eccentricity, but a vital survival mechanism encoded in his very DNA. No one who didn’t have a byzantine sense of political savviness survived long in the family, and those instincts were now screaming there was more to all this than he was seeing.

“That’s… quite the offer, I will admit,” Maxim said slowly. “But you’ll understand if I don’t take you up on it at once. I did only just come into possession of Grimmwald. I’ll need a bit to think about it.”

“Capital! Why not,” Chrome said, rising. “Haste makes waste, after all. But don’t look fortune in the eye too long, because that lady blinks. Here,” Chrome said, hand delving into his coat and pulling out an embossed invitation with an elaborate C written in gold. “I hold a party in three days aboard my airship, the Venture Capital. A wonderful time, filled with the sort of aristocracy that a new world will know. State of the art craft and the finest liquor and food money can buy! And I’d be delighted if you stopped by, Max. You can give me your decision then.”

Maxim took the invitation, tucking it in with the documents about Grimmwald. “I’ll be sure to,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. I look forward to seeing you,” Chrome said with another blinding smile.

. . .

Lunch finished, servers having cleared away the plates, Chrome watched from the balcony as Maxim and his maid vanished into town to finish their shopping. “What an interesting fellow,” he said, hearing the soft rustle of cloth as someone sat down. Chrome cast a lazy look over. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

Ingval scowled from his chair, arms folded across his chest and carbine rifle rising over his shoulder. “An irritant,” he spat, crosshair lens whirring. “A filthy mongrel blind to the good work needing to be done.”

Chrome nodded along patiently. “Speaking of,” he asked, setting his wine back down. “How has our little pest control work been going?”

Ingval’s lip twitched. “The bitch got away,” the huntsman growled. “But wounded. She’ll not escape again.”

“I certainly hope not,” Chrome said amiably, metal fingers clicking as they tapped the tabletop. “Because all those men and equipment I’ve given you have been expensive. Very. Expensive. And I hate when my investments don’t pan out.”

“I don’t need your gear to hunt beasts,” Ingval snapped back.

“How true. I’m sure you’d be doing just fine with regular bullets. Silver is pricey, you know. Especially in the amounts needed for your little toy.”

Ingval muttered and adjusted his rifle with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “The beast is hiding in his castle. I know it.”

“Did you find it?”

“No,” Ingval grunted. “The men you gave me won’t go near the place. They fear it.”

“They’re locals,” Chrome said, examining his glittering fingers for any traces of smudges. “The reputation of Grimmwald isn’t to be underestimated around these parts. And on that note, you will not be going into that castle on your own either.”

“What! You can’t-“

“I insist,” Chrome said, his metal hand tightening to a fist with a clank of gears. “Emphatically.”

Ingval’s lips writhed. He hunched in his seat, the crosshair of his eye spinning angrily. Chrome gave him a flat look, and at last the huntsman grunted and looked bitterly away.

“Capital,” Chrome said, another blinding smile flashing from his teeth as he turned to fully face the huntsman. “So glad we could come to an understanding. But not to worry. I’m confident we’ll have the castle and its lands soon enough. And then the real work can begin! Assuming, of course,” Chrome said with another long look at Ingval, “that you get rid of the wildlife. I want nothing in our way when we begin.”

“I’ll kill the bitch and every other cur in those woods,” Ingval grunted. “On the full moon, I’ll have them.”

“Capital,” Chrome said. “Gurben’s little pepperbox will do that nicely.”

“It’s my plan,” Ingval growled.

Chrome shrugged. It didn’t matter to him whose plan it was, so long as it was done.

“But what if he doesn’t take your deal?” Ingval asked sharply, glancing over the rail again, lens whirring.

“Well,” Chrome laughed, the staticky sound of his voice box crackling. “In that case, we’ll just have to demonstrate how… cut throat business can be…”


Stop, Shop and Roll

Maxim kept an eye on Moira as they went from shop to shop. He tried to gauge her feelings on the meeting, though the maid was as unreadable as some of his old textbooks. But he paid attention to the town as well, noticing that most stores had signs bearing the same crossed wrenches and smokestack emblem that Chrome’s men had been wearing. Chromium certainly owned a lot of businesses, Maxim observed.

At last, as they picked up some bread from a baker and moved on about the square, Maxim decided to find out Moira’s opinion on things.

“What did you make of the offer?” he asked.

“It seemed generous,” she said indifferently.

“Certainly did,” Maxim agreed with another sideways glance at her. “Do you think I should take it?”

“That is up to the master of the castle,” she said. “I have no say over it.”

“But you chose me,” he noted.

“And I will abide by my decision,” she replied. “Grimmwald has known many masters and mistresses over the centuries. Some good. Most not. But it is not my role to question my master, merely to serve him to my utmost.”

“That’s quite loyal of you,” he observed.

“Of course,” Moira said. “For I am your servant, master. When all others abandon you, I shall be by your side. When they call you mad, I shall call you master. When the enemy beats at the gate, I shall meet them and defend you unto death.”

Maxim stared at her. If any other person he’d met a day ago told him they’d face down a raving mob for him, he’d think they were either lying or that he owed them serious money. Yet Moira carried herself with such poise and conviction, not even his suspicious nature could detect a hint of a lie. And since she’d given him the keys to literal millions, well…

“That’s… some dedication to the job,” he admitted.

“Thank you, master. But it is the least I can do. All of my predecessors have served their masters unto death.”

He nodded slowly. “Right. Now, when you say unto death, do you mean their death? Or…”

She looked at him, and Maxim wasn’t sure what it was he saw in those dark eyes, but it sent a shiver down to the very depths of his soul. “Loyal unto death, master,” she said. “When you go, so shall I. As my predecessor did when your great uncle passed. As all the servants of the castle have when their masters died. I serve, master. That is my purpose. My existence. I exist for the castle, and its master.”

The weight and intensity of her words made him draw back a little. “I’ll… ah… try to live up to that expectation,” he said.

“You shall, master,” she said with the sort of fanatical conviction one normally only heard at a Liszt concert. “I know it. With every fibre of my being.”

Maxim shifted uncomfortably. “I… Oh! Look, a clothing shop,” he said, eager to escape the intensity of those dark eyes. “Perfect! I didn’t come with much of a wardrobe.”

Moira blinked, the terrifying darkness in her eyes seeming to vanish. But not entirely. No. Never entirely. Maxim could still feel it yawning in her like a pool of infinite black, waiting for something, he knew not what. But waiting a very long time.

“Indeed, master,” she remarked, looking up at the sign for Seeming’s Seamstressing. “Though I should note that the castle closets have ample wardrobes from previous masters.”

“I don’t much care to wear dead men’s clothing,” Maxim said.

“Indeed, master? Your great great great great grand uncle, Stripjack Borscht, loved to do so. He would frequently galivant about town wearing his enemy.”

“His enemy’s clothes?” Maxim asked before he could stop himself.

“No, master. Lord Stripjack enjoyed skinning his foes and wearing them as cloaks.”

Maxim shuddered. “Never show me his old wardrobe, Moira. In fact, burn it, and bury the ashes.”

“Of course, master,” she replied with a dip of a curtsy and nod of her head. “I will take care of it post haste.”

“Good,” Maxim said, easing open the shop door and stepping inside.

A lonely bell tinkled and Maxim had to squint in the gloom that swallowed the shop’s interior. Fabrics hung on the walls and dresses garbed mannequins arranged about the floor like the fashionably petrified. There was little floor space inside, but a spotless orderliness made it easy to move about.

Movement caught his eye and Maxim looked towards a doorway in the back as a woman stepped out behind the counter. She held herself with the sort of uptight rigidity that suggested her corset was done up too tight or a metal rod shoved up her ass. She wore a stylish yet utilitarian gown that lifted her ample chest, while a delicate chapeau like a pillbox sat balanced on her head. Her pale features were striking in the low light, framed by dark hair done up primly. The light bleeding through the window flashed off a monocle as she turned and spotted him.

“Hello,” she said. “My name is Delia. Welcome to my shop. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“Yes, actually,” Maxim said. “I was looking for some things in my size. Also,” he amended, thinking of the werewolf. “Some women’s clothes.”

“For your companion?” Delia asked with a look towards Moira.

“No,” the maid said. “I make my own clothes.”

Delia eyed Moira closely, then her attention slid back to Maxim, equally as scrutinising. “...Do you have the sizes you require?”

Now there was a tricky one. He had no idea what size the werewolf might be in human form, and somehow he doubted ‘ten feet long, six tall, four legged, and silver furred’ was going to cut it. “Some larger clothes,” he hazarded. “I’m not sure her size, exactly. I just met her.”

“Last night?” Delia asked.

“It was a bit of an event.”

“I imagine, if her clothes were so damaged you need to buy her new ones,” she said with the hint of a smile. “I have a few things that might work.”

“Great,” Maxim said, relaxing a little. “And for me…”

“I can take your measurements now, sir, and you can come fetch them. What will you require?”

“Some evening clothes would be useful,” Maxim said, recalling the invitation in his pocket. “And perhaps some formal ones as well. Nothing too fancy, but I will need them in a few days.”

“I see. Please, stand here.”

Maxim walked over and onto a waiting pedestal as Delia snapped out some measuring tape and got work. “Most impressive physique, sir,” she remarked. “Strong. Deep chest.”

“Thank you-ou!” he gasped as she slid the tape down along his inner thigh, her head dipping close to his crotch.

“Impressive,” he heard her murmur, then aloud, “Have you just arrived in Burdenga, sir?”

“I ah, have,” he replied as the measuring tape slid over him. “Just last night.”

“It’s a lovely town. It was, at any rate,” she amended after a moment.

“Was?” he asked.

“Would master desire a codpiece by chance?” she asked instead of answering him.

“What? Er, no, no. I think my current, ah, groin attire will be fine.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, glancing up at him.

“Your distant ancestor, Torbid Borscht, would often go crotchless,” Moira noted from where she sat. “He considered it healthy, and believed the looseness of clothing invited evil demons. And he would have known, as he consorted with succubi and incubi every night to ‘test his chastity’. He particularly enjoyed-”

“Thank you, Moira, for that stirring revelation,” Maxim broke in. “But I think pants will do fine.”

“As you wish,” Delia said, sounding vaguely disappointed. Rising to her feet once more with a snap of her measuring tape, she adjusted her monocle. “And, may I presume I am speaking to the new master of Grimmwald?”

“You may,” he replied.

“How very interesting…” she murmured, again looking him up and down. “Might I assume, then, that the woman you need those clothes for is a buxom maiden? One offered for-”

“She’s not,” he said quickly. “No buxom maidens in the castle at all. We are utterly buxomless.”

He caught a glimpse of Moira looking down at her own chest and cupping the firm globes there with a frown.

“Then you haven’t selected your brides yet?” Delia asked.

“I have not, no. Anyway,” Maxim added, more than eager to change the subject. “How’s it look? Can you get it done in time?”

Delia considered him thoughtfully through her monocle, measuring him. And he had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t just for fabric. “...Normally it would take me a while to get clothes in your size done,” she said slowly. “But for the new master of the castle, I can put a rush job on it. And I’ll grab some premade clothes that might satisfy the woman at the castle. In the meantime, that closet there has some general men’s clothing. You may find something of use inside while I check my fabrics for something suitable.”

“Much obliged,” Maxim said gratefully, stepping down from the podium as Delia bustled back to her counter. As he went to the indicated closet, he caught a glimpse of Moira’s head beginning to nod and her eyelids droop heavily.

He wasn’t surprised she was tired. They’d been busy, and as he shuffled through the clothes with a rattle of metal hangers, he quickly went over what they’d bought. Food and some materials for the labs had been costly. Fortunately, there had been some funds in the castle. Not a fortune by any means, and a property like Grimmwald would require a lot of upkeep. He recalled Chrome’s comments about funding for such things, and he grimaced a little at the reminder. Chrome hadn’t been wrong. Few mad geniuses could reach their true potential without some source of income. Science and imagination meant little when all one could afford to generate a spark was a potato and paper clips. Hard to bootstrap your way to infamy when you’d been forced to eat the leather. Though he had heard about a powerful spark who’d made a suit of devastating armour in a cave with nothing but scrap…

Still, money was a major reason sparks went on rampages and extorted the peasantry. Science needed funding, and men of science were rarely equipped to market their work. Most powerful sparks were members of the nobility for the simple reason they could afford the needs of genius. Why, even Michelangelo had needed a patron to build his marble David Colossus with which the Medicis had terrorized Italy for decades.

Money money money. Maxim sighed. It was funny, but he’d never really thought about it until he’d been disowned. How embarrassing.

His musings were cut short by the bang of the door and sharp ring of the bell. Instinctively he looked back and straightened, eyes narrowing.

Several men had entered the shop. There were three of them, two in ratty coats and hats and with the heavy builds of men who made their living with their fists and not their wits. The third was slimmer, weaselly even, and wore a dark jacket left open at the front. A thin moustache clung to his upper lip, and he walked with a cocky saunter. A toothpick poked from between his lips, shifting with his grin.

The weaselly man came to the desk and grinned down at Delia, who glared up at him through her monocle. “Hey, Delia, darling! How’s business?” he asked in a reedy, grating voice.

Delia coolly closed the book she’d been writing in. “Hemler,” she said, distaste clear in her tone. “What do you want?”

“Same thing as always, darling,” he replied, plucking out the toothpick and rolling it between his fingers. “We heard you’d been talking bad about the industry, and just wanted to stop by and remind you that’s a very bad idea.”

“That is no business of yours,” she said, and the iciness in her tone would have made a Polar Czar proud.

“You know that’s not true,” Hemler chuckled, resting his hands on the desk and leaning over. He looked about the shop with admiration. “A real nice place. Real nice. No wonder Mister Chrome made such a generous offer for it. And speaking of his offer…”

“I’m not interested,” she replied instantly. “The shop is not for sale.”

Hemler’s grin grew hard. Dangerous. His fingers curled inward so he was leaning on his fists as he looked down at her. “I think you should get interested real fast, darling. Or did you want to get accused of some… corporate sabotage?”

Maxim’s mind flew back to the gibbets he’d seen on entering town. He turned sharply, eying the trio.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Delia said softly. Dangerously.

“And why wouldn’t I?” Hemler grinned down at her. “You gonna make me, darling?”

Maxim shifted, the tension in the air thick enough to choke a goose. He did not like where this was going, and cleared his throat pointedly “Excuse me?”

Hemler paused and slowly turned his narrow head, as if not quite believing someone was daring to interrupt him.

“You talking to me?”

“I’d hoped to,” Maxim replied. “Is there a particular reason you’re bothering her?”

Hemler stared at him for a long moment, then turned to fully face him. “You must be new in town.”

“Just arrived,” Maxim admitted.

Hemler nodded slowly. “I see. I see,” he hummed, lazily brushing back his jacket, revealing the hilts of two dangerous looking knives sheathed at his sides. “Then, take my advice. Don’t be getting involved in business that don’t concern you. Get me?”  he said, hands resting lazily on the hilts.

Maxim spotted Moira rise from her corner, expression hard. “And that would be Chrome’s business?” he asked.

Hemler’s lazy smirk grew sharp, his fingers grasping the hilts of his knives and drawing them an inch from their sheathes. “Of course. And I repeat, what business is it of yours?”

“I’d just like to know what’s going on in town,” Maxim said. “Seeing as I’m apparently the tyrant of Grimmwald.”

Hemler’s brows knit, then he guffawed. “That right?” he asked. “You’re the new grand poobah of the castle?”

“I have the paperwork and everything.”

Hemler cocked his head, a playfully contemplative expression on his face. “That so? And you think that’s supposed to scare me?” he asked, leering down at Maxim. “I ain’t like these other rubes about town. I may be a local boy, but the castle don’t frighten me none.”

“And you work for Chrome?”

“Isn’t that what I said?”

“Really? Gosh,” Maxim said. “How interesting. Because Chrome didn’t strike me as the sort of man who’d let his boys beat up someone he was trying to do business with.”

Hemler’s grin faded to a sneer. “Wot?”

Maxim shrugged. “Well, after the lovely lunch I just had with him and all the talk about working together, it seems strange that Chrome would want to have his hired goons beat me up. He didn’t strike me as that sort of man.”

All humour had vanished from Hemler’s thin face. Maxim could see the man’s companions shift and exchange uncertain glances. Hemler looked back at them as if for some support, but neither tough seemed inclined to back their boss up for the moment. The decision, and its uncertain consequences, rested on Hemler’s thin shoulders. Something that, in Maxim’s experience, men like Hemler was deathly allergic to.

Hemler seemed to weigh things a moment more, then gave Maxim a final glare. Another grin popped onto his face, but it lacked any good humour, along with several teeth. “Well. Pleased ta make yer acquaintance, then. And I’ll be lookin’ forward to seeing you again real soon.” He looked back at the defiant Delia. “You too, darling. C’mon!”

With a wave of a hand, Hemler sauntered towards the door, his hand lashing out and knocking over a mannequin before he and his cronies stomped out of the shop and across the square.

Maxim watched them go and sighed, moving forward and picking up the mannequin. “Sorry about that,” he said to Delia.

“No apologies necessary, my lord,” Delia said with a shrug. “These things happen.”

“Often?” Maxim asked as he straightened the mannequin.

Her lips twisted with annoyance and she adjusted her monocle pointedly. “I’m afraid so. Though not so much lately, owing to the fact few are willing to defy them. Hemler and his Butcher Boys are Chrome’s muscle in this town,” she said, spitting out Chrome’s name with enough venom to put down a whale. “And their task is simply to terrorize everyone into obeying his commands.”

“Does it work?” Maxim asked.

“Mostly,” she admitted. “The town has no protector. That was the job of the master of the castle. Our tyrant. Many in Burdenga long for a return to those days.”

“Really?” Maxim said. “They want to be lorded over by some madman in the castle?”

Delia shrugged. “It was hardly as bad as all that,” she said. “The town and its residents were the property of the master of the castle, and he rarely had time to terrorize the populace. Most often he was hard at work in his labs. And the masters always protected the town from other sparks, monsters, or whatever else sought to menace us.”

“He did?”

“Of course,” Delia said with a thin smile. “We were their people. And no one but them could touch us.”

“Wait. So… people liked the master of Grimmwald?” Maxim asked dubiously.

She shrugged. “The alternatives were usually worse,” she said with a glance at the door Hemler had so recently passed through. “The old lords were proper sparks. Proper madmen. When they burned down a farm, you knew they meant it. Not like this Chrome,” she said with a grimace. “He doesn’t care about the town or its people. Him and his factories are simply here to strip everything worthwhile from it, grind us under his heel, and move on. He’s not interested in ruling. In building up this town or becoming a part of it and its grand history. He’s here to strip mine us. Squeeze everything he can from the city and turn us into a glorified train station.” She scoffed. “People will accept a despot, as long as that despot actually likes the place and people he’s ruling over. But no one likes a profiteer.”

“I… see,” Maxim replied, and thought that there was a certain amount of sense there. People would accept a great deal from their own king they would never accept under a foreign power. He wasn’t sure that was necessarily a good thing, but there it was.

“Good. At any rate, here you are, my lord,” Delia said as she finished stringing up a package of clothes and sliding it across the counter. She gave him a sardonic smile. “And welcome to Grimmwald.”


Dog Whistling

It felt like a long ride back to the castle. The jostling of the Yaga was all the worse thanks to how top-heavy it had become when loaded with their supplies. When Maxim finally managed to stop in the courtyard he groaned, stretching and cracking his back. But as tiring as the trip to town had been for him, Moira looked twice as bad.

He eyed his maid as she sagged in her seat, grey as the stone walls of the keep. “You alright?” he asked.

“I will be… fine, master,” she said raggedly. “Now that we are back… in the castle. Being away… drains me more than I’d like.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“Rest… is all I need, master. Forgive me… for that,” she replied with a tired look his way.

“It’s fine. Really,” Maxim said, getting out of the carriage and offering his hand. Testament to her exhaustion, Moira allowed him to help her down. “You rest up. I’ll deal with the unloading,” he continued, and glanced back at the towering piles of goods loaded into the Yaga. “...Somehow.”

“Thank you, master. I shall… do that,” Moira said, straightening wearily.

Maxim hesitated, but she managed to walk through the front doors on her own. He peeked through after her, and was barely shocked to find she’d simply vanished the second she was out of sight. He shook his head.

Maybe he was getting used to the castle.

Well, for as long as he was going to be there, at any rate.

Chrome’s offer remained high in his mind. He patted the pocket where he’d slipped the documents, his eyes drifting over the Yaga and back to the imposing face of Grimmwald, forever shrouded in grey clouds and brooding storms. Was this really his future? The lord of a crumbling castle in the countryside? Doomed to menace villagers and occasionally dabble in abominable science?

No.

Surely not.

He truly believed that he was meant to do great things. Advance science. Serve mankind. He had dreams. Dreams of creating something to bring forward science and benefit all of man, rather than merely terrorize it. Perhaps an automated nutcracker. Or some device that could desalinate water. Or a new kind of pineapple that wasn’t so bristly. Would he be able to do that in Grimmwald? He supposed it wasn’t impossible.

But easier than with fifteen million…?

“Eek?”

Maxim shook off his musings and saw a small swarm of gremlins standing at the doors, watching him.

“Oh. Right.” He looked back to the mountain of goods on the Yaga and cleared his throat. “Minions!” he boomed with an imperious gesture. “Your master commands you to bring these nefarious supplies into the castle! Take them to their appropriate places. Deliver them unto the kitchens! The labs! And wherever good times are had. With haste! Obey your master, or suffer his terrible wrath!”

“Eek ek eek!”

Like rats, gremlins poured into the courtyard from seemingly everywhere, jabbering in their strange tongue as they swarmed the Yaga, carting supplies away as swiftly and cleanly as piranhas stripping down an unwise swimmer. As they did so, Maxim checked his watch and frowned. One more thing to do today, and though he was a little uneasy about leaving the gremlins to their own devices (given said devices tended to explode violently), he was pretty sure they’d get the job done.

He caught a flash of a package and reached out, snagging the women’s clothing Delia had assembled for him. “I’ll take that,” he said.

“Eek!”

Leaving the gremlins to their work, he ventured once more into Grimmwald’s cavernous depths. He felt like he was developing a pretty good feel for the castle’s corridors, and only got turned around twice as he delved into the maze of twisting passages, sparking cables and grinding gearworks. Still, he exhaled in relief when he finally reached the heavy iron door of the lab. Grasping the handle he gave it a turn and in so doing, forgot the most basic rule of all mad science.

Always send a minion in first.

The door opened with a creak and he stepped inside, reaching for the light switch. Then froze as he heard a growl, but by then it was too late.

Something barrelled into him, throwing him off his feet and to the hard stone floor. Maxim grunted, reflexes instantly kicking in, his feet fitting under his attacker and he heaved them off.

With a yelp of surprise, the weight soared off and over him, crashing expensively into what sounded like a nearby table filled with glass. Maxim rolled back to his feet, drawing his revolver even as the figure threw itself at him again with a feral sound. He fired, the muzzle flash illuminating golden eyes, bared teeth, silver hair and a truly lovely face fixed in a snarl of pure rage.

That instant was all he had. Then a hand knocked the pistol from his hand, sending it spinning across the room. Another slender but powerful hand grabbed his neck and hoisted him into the air with uncanny strength, slamming him against the wall. Maxim’s head rang with the impact and his steel toed boot kicked out viciously into his attacker’s side.

He heard a feminine cry of pain and the grasp on his neck vanished. Landing, Maxim took a quick step back and blindly smacked the light switch.

Naked bulbs blazed to life all over the lab, humming and revealing his enemy leaning against the wall. A woman, her hair was a rich silvery sheen from which two canine ears poked free. Her eyes were bloodshot with pain and her lips curled back to reveal enlarged canines. Her figure was firm and muscled, her breasts plump and full, all of which was readily apparent because she was completely naked.

She hunched before him, panting hard and fast between throaty growls, her body taut as a spring in an overwound clock.

It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together, but a glance at the operating table and its empty bindings confirmed it for Maxim. The werewolf appeared to have transformed back to slip her bonds. Well, bully for her.

“Glad to see you’re healing up well,” Maxim said roughly, rubbing his throat, his other hand picking up his gun.

The werewolf growled. “You… not kill me easily,” she managed, her voice rough like she had trouble with the human tongue.

“I certainly hope not,” he said and gestured at her side. “Otherwise all that stitch work will have been a bit pointless. Not to mention all the silver I dug out of you.”

Her eyes narrowed, puzzled. “What?”

“Hell’s bells!” he cried with an exasperated gesture at the room. “You’re in my castle! Jumped through my window! And tried to kill me after I saved your life? Pretty poor gratitude.”

The werewolf’s golden eyes flicked about uncertainly. “Then… But you tie me down,” she snapped.

“I think we’re seeing why that was a good idea,” he observed. “I didn’t know who you were or what you were going to do. And the last thing I needed was my patient trying to bite my head off while I was treating her. Now,” he finished, deliberately holstering his gun “are we done with this?”

The woman hesitated, her fingers flexing, claws sliding in and out of her demi-paws. Finally, she slowly rose from her crouch. “It… make sense,” she admitted.

“So glad we figured that out,” he said sarcastically. His eyes trailed over her once more and now that she didn’t look ready to rip his head off, he couldn’t help but admire her figure. Lovely didn’t do her justice. She was utterly ravishing, both soft and muscled in all the right ways. Realizing it was hardly the gentlemanly thing to be doing, he cleared his throat again. “And ah, I brought you some clothes. Somewhere...”

“Why?” she demanded, huffing. “I not ashamed of my body.”

“Justifiably,” Maxim said, searching for the bundle he’d dropped during the struggle. “But all the same, I think we’d both be more… comfortable if you were dressed. Ah,” he said, snatching up the clothing and handing it over. “Here we are. I had some things brought for you. I hope they fit.”

The werewolf gave the bundle a curious look, then unfolded it. She picked out the first article, and Maxim’s eyes widened as she dangled a pair of frilly lingerie. She gave him a curious look.

“Er… I also have this… this lab coat, if you prefer,” he said, snatching said garment off a hook on the wall. “I can ah… fix you up with something more wearable later. I’m good with a needle.”

“I hope so,” she replied, touching her side with another wince.

“I should take a look at that too,” he added, quickly switching gears back to a more medical gear. “Could you take a seat?”

She shrugged, and to Maxim’s relief promptly sat on the edge of the slab that had formerly confined her.

Glad to focus on anything other than her nakedness, Maxim got to work. He first checked the stitching, gently rubbing his thumb along them, nodding with approval. “Healing well,” he said. “Would you mind leaning down?”

Curious, the werewolf leaned in and Maxim checked her eyes. “Hmm. Still a bit bloodshot. But that can be explained through exhaustion. Probably why you didn’t manage to rip out my spine and beat me with it on the first go. You must still have silver in your veins. We’ll have to wait for your body to properly purge and recover from the poison. Shouldn’t take long at this rate, but a few days at least. Can you transform back into a wolf?”

She grimaced and shook her head, her mane of silver hair fluttering. “No,” she fairly bit out, raising her hand, her nails extending to claws and hands growing a size larger with a fluff of fur. “I only go like this right now. Turning into human was very hard. Can’t even do full wereform.”

“That’s to be expected,” Maxim said, pulling back with an analytical nod. “The bullets were made to break up, no doubt to make you easier pickings if they didn’t get you on the first try. Either way, I’d really recommend you stay here for now. It seems like the men hunting you are still looking for you.”

“What!” she snarled, her teeth elongating into fangs and hair bristling like hackles. “Show me the pig dogs! I will rip out throats with bare hands!”

“Odds are better they’d fill you with more holes than swiss cheese,” he noted.

“I-“

Maxim poked her injured side, eliciting a yelp from the werewolf.

“See?” he said. “Rest up. Recover! There’ll be time for eviscerations later. And you’ll have a much better chance when fully healthy.”

The werewolf sulked, her canine ears lying flat with annoyance.  Maxim suppressed a smile at the sight. Adorable.

“And who are you?” she finally asked.

“Oh, yes. My apologies.” He put out his hand. “Maximilian Volt, but you can call me Maxim. Lord of Grimmwald, apparently.”

The werewolf’s ears pricked up. She eyed his hand, then slowly took it. “I Katarina Wyld.”

He shook firmly. “Wonderful to meet you.”

“And you master of Grimmwald?” she asked as he resumed examining her.

“Er, yes,” he admitted. “Apparently. I did sign the papers.”

“I see…”

He glanced up at her. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“No,” Katarina said, her hair fluttering as she shook her head. “Wyld folk have had good relationship with master of the castle.”

“Then I’m glad to continue the noble tradition,” he proudly replied.

“Except when they were trying to hunt us down and dissect us,” Katarina finished. She made a scissor motion with her fingers. “Snip snip.”

“…Well, I hope this puts us on the right foot, anyway,” Maxim added limply. He pushed back with a nod of satisfaction, eager to change the subject. “Alright. Looks like you’re doing well. But I imagine you’re hungry.”

Her ears perked up instantly. “Enough to eat horse!” she said.

“Afraid we’re low on horses. But I picked up a few things at the butchers. We’ll want to keep you well fed, just on general principle.”

She rose eagerly. “Show me food!”

Again he hid his amusement. Hard to believe the young woman wagging her tail at the prospect of dinner had tried to crush his larynx not five minutes ago. He led her out of the lab and as they walked, Maxim became aware of a number of gremlins watching them from around corners and through cracks in the walls. Katarina noticed them too, and glared suspiciously at the diminutive creatures, sending the robed gremlins ducking out of sight, only to peer out as soon as she looked away.

“So you’re a part of the local pack in the area?” Maxim asked.

“Our territory is in valley,” she said proudly.

“Do you like it here?”

“What that matter?” she asked, cocking her head. “Is our home. Wyld folk have lived in Nicht forest since before humans measured time. No rival pack, no townies, and no spark manage to chase us from what ours.”

“Then you must know the area well,” Maxim observed as they entered the castle foyer.

Katarina nodded, then paused, her ears twitching.

Maxim stopped as well. “What is it?” he asked.

“I hear something,” she said slowly. “Something… clanky.”

“Clanky?” He cocked his head, listening. Now that she mentioned it, he could hear something too. It sounded a bit like…

“Is that…” he said, looking slowly towards the doors as the sound grew louder, accompanied by a loud banging. “...Beethoven’s fifth?”

A sudden swell of music blasted the front doors off their hinges, throwing Maxim off his feet. He tumbled across the foyer as music boomed through the air, light bulbs bursting about the hall, windows shattering with crashes of glass while suits of armour trembled before collapsing into heaps of metal.

Dust rained down as mortar further loosened in the decrepit ceiling, and Maxim jerked upright, his head ringing. Or maybe it was just the mass of brass and steel that had just waddled through the front door.

Maxim stared, dumbfounded at what appeared to be an ambulatory pipe organ and the rest of the orchestra to boot. Built around a throne-like body loaded with instruments and cannon, it jerked to a halt in the front hall, hydraulics and accordions wheezing and hissing as it adjusted its stance with a whirring sound.

“Tremble!” thundered a portly man from the control seat of the musical monstrosity, a black shako with a huge red feather on his head, his militaristic attire making Maxim think of a cross between a general and a marching band. “Tremble, mere mortals, for you face the Meister of Mayhem, Mozario and his Mighty Musical Chair!”

“What?” Maxim shouted, his ears ringing so badly he could barely make out half of what the man was saying.

“You!” Mozario bellowed with a clash of cymbals, his hand pointing imperiously down at Maxim. “You are the master of Grimmwald, eh? Well no longer! Surrender your castle and your title to me! Your musical superior!”

“What?” Maxim repeated, twisting a finger in his ear as his hearing began to recover.

“Do not play the fool! But it doesn’t matter, for it’s now too late! Treble!”

“Yes, maestro!” shouted one of two technicians in powdered wigs who crouched in seats below Mozario’s.

“Let this fool feast his ears upon my Castanet Cannonade!”

“Yes sir!” Treble called, jerking some controls.

Maxim looked down as several brass panels opened up on the musical chair, revealing the barrels of either tubas or cannons. Or more likely both.

“Oh hell!” Maxim cursed, throwing himself behind the staircase as Mozario slammed down some keys. With a thundering roar a staccato beat of gunfire rang through the room, the Musical Chair whirring as its legs swung about to try and rake Maxim with its gunfire, but only serving to throw its aim wide and pound the plaster from the walls with a mad beat of bullets.

None of which seemed to bother Mozario, Maxim couldn’t help but notice while peeking past the shredded balustrade. The musical spark was laughing maniacally atop his brass throne. “Yes!” the madman bellowed as he pounded on the piano keys ranged before him, steam wailing from the organ pipes framing him like a peacock’s feathers. “Yessss! Fear my melody of mauling! Your castle is mine! Mine! And-“

There was a sudden blur of movement as Katarina launched herself into the air, landing astride the bucking musical monstrosity. Treble looked up in shock as the werewolf bared her fangs, her fingers claws, her labcoat ripped open to also bare her plump, naked breasts.

Treble gazed in awe at her. Then briefly screamed in horror (and on key, Maxim noticed) as Katarina reached down and tore out his throat.

“Treble!” the second technician screamed.

“Do not lose sight of Grimmwald’s master, Clef!” Mozario barked as he glared at the bloodied werewolf clinging to the organ’s pipes, her teeth elongated in a snarl.

“I will eat your liver!” Katarina snapped.

Mozario bellowed with musical laughter. “Ho ho ho! I do not fear you, beast. For I have… this!” Mozario shouted, pulling out a whistle and blowing on it without a sound.

At least, none that Maxim could hear.

The effect on Katarina however was instantaneous. The werewolf slammed her paws over her ears with a yowl, and when the Musical Chair gave a sudden jerk she was sent flying across the room to crash into one of the surviving suits of armour, toppling the ancient steel and leaving her yelping and kicking amid its tangled remains.

Maxim felt his breath catch in his throat as Mozario swung his instrument of destruction about to face the wolf girl, a mad grin on the maestro’s face as his fingers stood poised above the keys. Maxim’s eyes flashed for something to help. Anything! He looked to the ceiling.

Ah.

That could work.

“Hey!” Maxim shouted, stepping out from cover, sweeping back his coat and drawing his revolver. “You’re out of tune!”

Mozario’s look of manic triumph turned to a snarl of hate. “What!” he bellowed, keys booming as he pounded on them, the Musical Chair swinging back around with a clank of huge feet and hiss of steam as it reoriented about to face Maxim. “What! You dare. You dare accuse me, the mighty Mozario, of something so heinous!”

“Yes,” Maxim said, taking aim. “I do.”

He fired.

Mozario ducked back behind a shield of cymbals, wincing, but after a moment realized he was unharmed. He crowed in triumph, rising once more, fingers poised above the keys of his throne. “Ha ha! You missed! And now, you face my-“

Rrrrrrk.

The maestro of mayhem looked up at the chandelier swaying above him, and Maxim saw Moario’s moment of comprehension as the cable, weakened by the gunshot, gave way with a snap.

“Oh,” Mozario said in a suddenly very small voice.

Then the chandelier crashed down on his head, the Musical Chair buckling under the weight and lurched forward to collapse against the stairs with a cacophonous crash.

Maxim sighed, lowering his revolver and brushing some dust from his coat, a sour note from an accordion wheezing before falling silent. A cymbal rolled past him with a desultory ring.

“That’s it,” Maxim grunted, kicking aside a punctured drum. “I am going to need some heavier weaponry.”


Dinner and Devices

“An invader, master?” Moira asked him later at dinner. She shrugged. “Hardly surprising.”

“It’s not?” he said.

“Oh no, master,” the monochrome maid replied with a shake of her head. “There are countless rogue sparks and warlords who would delight in conquering Grimmwald and making it their domain. Europa is positively stuffed with them, yearning to claim an ancestral castle, its environs, and performing unspeakable experiments within its confines. Second, third, or fourth heirs of the Hundred Houses. The odd quack who managed to cobble together a monster. Oh yes, master. Grimmwald is a very attractive property.”

“But I already live here!”

“Indeed, master. But when has someone already being there stopped mankind from claiming prime real estate?”

He looked at her in dawning horror. “You mean I’m going to have to live with would-be usurpers and their mad inventions trying to break down my door every day?”

“Indeed, master. Delightful, is it not?”

Maxim groaned, burying his face in his hand. He could not bloody believe this. Actually, he could, which only made it worse.

He cast his eyes gloomily about the dining room. The tall windows. The moth-eaten tapestries. The chandelier that appeared to have been made out of bones. Apparently people would kill for a property like this. Kill him, specifically.

Except…

“Wait a minute. Did no one try to claim the castle after my great uncle died?” he asked.

Moira shrugged. “Some did, master. But I protected it until you arrived.”

“You did?” He looked the slim woman up and down. “How?”

“With prejudice,” she said, her dark eyes flashing.

Despite the slenderness of her figure, Maxim believed her. “Well… good, I suppose,” he muttered. His eyes trailed over to Katarina, who was wolfing down a bloody steak with every hint of enjoyment. Fortunately, her trip across the room and into the suit of armour hadn’t hurt her badly, though she was still a bit hard of hearing thanks to Mozario’s whistle. Maxim grimaced again at the memory, though he had noticed she appeared to be treating him with far more respect after he’d killed the melodious nitwit. One benefit of that little arrival, he supposed.

He watched as another steak was devoured by the werewolf and, dropping his voice, leaned over towards Moira. “Do we have enough meat for… what serving is she on now?” he whispered.

“Eighth. And of course, master,” his maid replied softly. “There is ample supplies in the freezers. We have steak, pork, chicken.”

“Ah,” Maxim said. “Excellent.”

“Rat. Ham. Spam,” she continued.

“Did you say rat?”

Moira nodded. “The gremlins are very fond of it, master.”

“I suppose it at least keeps the vermin down,” Maxim observed. Though he wasn’t sure if having the castle infested with gremlins instead was a solution, exactly…

“As you say, master. We also have turkey. Duck. Mammoth.”

“We have mammoth?”

“In the deep freezer, master. It has been a while since it’s been served.”

“I imagine it has,” Maxim said, shaking his head. “A couple dozen millenia at least.”

“Indeed, master. But the meat keeps very well.”

He gave her a flat look. A day ago, he’d have thought she was joking, but he was pretty sure by now that much like any pigment beyond grey, Moira lacked a sense of humour. He wondered despairingly if anything should surprise him at this point? Not quite how he envisioned his first day of his stay at Grimmwald. But, well, it could have been worse, he supposed. The moon might have crashed into the castle, for instance.

But there was always tomorrow…

“How goes progress on preparing the labs?” he asked instead.

“Tolerably, master,” Moira said. “The gremlins are hard at work. Losses have been minimal.”

“Good. Good. I’ll need them soon. Especially since I’m now apparently the target of every rogue madboy wandering Europa.”

“Not just them, master,” Moira continued, always ready to enlighten him to new miseries. “Your family has made a number of other enemies during its long reign over the valley. No doubt more than a few would be delighted to extract a measure of vengeance from your bloodline.”

“Lovely,” Maxim sighed, prodding his own steak.

“What?” Katarina called, cupping her canine ear.

“I said lovely!” Maxim shouted.

“Who is? Me?”

“Well, yes,” he admitted.

Katarina’s tail swished happily and she wriggled in pleasure, her smile indeed lovely, provided one didn’t mind the blood dripping from her fangs. Which, to be fair, Maxim found strangely appealing.

“Thank you!” she shouted. “You good catch too!”

“Oh, well,” Maxim chuckled.

“We should go to your room later and rut!”

Maxim almost choked on his food. “I… sorry?” he gasped.

“I said we should rut!” she called back.

“Oh. That’s… what I thought you said, yes,” he murmured.

“What!”

“I said maybe another time,” Maxim shouted.

“No time like after just killing enemy,” the werewolf said, gleefully stabbing a fork into her bloody steak. “That is best time to find worthy mate and rut with them! Then pups will carry on strength of victory!”

“Did that often?” he asked.

“What?”

“I said did you do that often?”

“Win! Of course! I always win! I Katarina Wyld!” she shouted. “The Beast of Balkans! The Terror of Tremaine! The Silver Slayer!”

“No, I meant the… other thing.”

“Oh! That!” Katarina barked, tearing another hunk of flesh from her steak. “No,” she said once she finished chewing. “Not at all. Only weaklings try and enter valley these days. I haven’t had good fight in years! In mother’s time, only hardiest tried to come through our territory. Not anymore. Is because of stupid trains of bastard, Chrome! Not so long ago me and pack would have torn every intruder to shreds! Then he runs rail right through valley. Choo choo! Bah! We should have torn him to pieces then! At least,” she amended, scowling and her voice dropping. “Would have, once.”

Seeing her ears droop and her tail flick angrily, Maxim set down his fork, reasoning it was a good time to try and learn more about his patient/guest/berserker.

“You know Chrome?” he asked the werewolf.

She grinned savagely. “I do. When he first came here your great uncle was too busy playing with dick in castle to kick bastard out. But I not care until tin chinned bastard sent men into forest to try and cut down trees and survey mountains. Looking for ore or something. I not know, and not care. But they came onto Wyld territory!”

“And what happened to them?” he asked.

Katarina smirked and speared a chunk of steak with her fork. “They not come back out,” she said.

Maxim nodded slowly. “And then the hunters came?”

Katarina curled a lip, her earlier mirth vanishing. “And then hunters come,” she growled. “But they never have caught me if it not for...”

“For?” Maxim prompted.

Katarina pouted, nudging some meat with her fork. “Is nothing,” she muttered, giving her head a shake, ears lying flat with anger. “I will be fixing soon as I am healed.”

Maxim considered pressing her further, but knew it wasn’t his place. “Well, until then, like I said, you’re welcome to stay.”

Instantly the werewolf’s ears perked up again and her tail resumed its wagging. “Good!” she said. “You are worthy mate for Katarina. I know is going to be fun around here.”

“It’s going to be something alright,” Maxim sighed.

“What?”

“I said we’ll be getting you some proper clothes, alright?”

She looked down with puzzlement at the shreds of his former lab coat. “What is wrong with this?”

Maxim had to admit he was enjoying the view, but it was hardly proper. “It’s uh… not medically sound to go around naked.”

Katarina rolled her eyes but shrugged. “Fine. But I want one of your shirts.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because smells like you!” she said, beaming. “I like smell.”

He felt a flush and cleared his throat. “Well, ah… Moira?” he asked, glancing back at the maid. “Can you take Katarina to find some, ah, appropriate attire?”

“I think we may have something in her size,” Moira mused, eying the werewolf.

Katarina growled, shrinking back a little, silver hair bristling as she glared at the maid.

Maxim raised a brow. He had noticed that Katarina hadn’t liked Moira. Hell, the werewolf almost jumped high enough to cling to the rafters when the maid appeared to serve dinner. Though, given Moira’s ability to pop in unexpectedly, Maxim wasn’t too surprised. She seemed to have that effect on people, and he doubted much managed to sneak up on Katarina.

“Maybe just show her the closets,” Maxim said. “Let her pick out her own clothes. Aside from that one closet,” he amended quickly. “Did you take care of that by the way?”

“Yes, master,” Moira droned. “But it still seems a waste. That leather would have made excellent furnishing. Your great great aunt three times removed used to make them. Formed an entire cottage industry.”

“She did?”

“Assuredly, master. After all, she needed to do something with the cottages once she emptied them of residents.”

Maxim sighed, putting down his fork. “I seem to have lost my appetite. Shockingly. I’ll be in the labs.”

He departed from the dining room, leaving Katarina to snatch his plate and devour what was left of his dinner. He hoped the two women didn’t kill each other while he was gone, but he hadn’t the time to babysit them forever. Indeed, he had something very important he had to do before anything else.

Namely, make himself a weapon with some stopping power.

And judging by Mozario’s impromptu door crashing, he’d need something strong enough to stop a herd of stampeding rhinos.

Fortunately, he had an idea about that. An old favourite he was quite keen to revisit. Originally meant to assist women preparing their hair before other more… lethal purposes made themselves apparent.

Though, he didn’t necessarily need to build something from scratch. All signs about his uncle pointed to an amply stocked armoury. And true, there’d be plenty of deadly items therein, but Maxim was wary of using them. Especially without some deeper investigation. It was hardly uncommon for a mad genius to boobytrap their devices, lest some hero attempt to turn them against their creator. Sadly, sparks occasionally forgot how they’d rigged things from one day to the next, and every so often ended up victims of their own cleverness.

Thus, Maxim wasn’t interested in messing about with a dead man’s toys. Not when he had his own to play with.

He found his way to one of the tower labs, throwing open the doors with a boom. Electrodes buzzed, crackling as they came to life, illuminating the vastness of the room and its many bulky, deadly implements and machines. Tesla coils hummed. Vats chugged, and Maxim cast his eyes about and nodded, smiling as he plucked a pair of thick, insulating gloves from a pocket and tugged them on.

Yes.

This should do nicely.

Soon, sparks crackled as he soldered metal. Clanks resounded as he tore apart ancient equipment for parts as Maxim lost himself in the joy of science. Of creation!

And what a joy it was to create.

What a thrill to build and see something take form from disparate parts. To become more than their fragments. For what was in his head to manifest in reality! He never even noticed when the gremlins arrived, only becoming aware of them when he groped for a wrench and a squeaking figure delivered it. But he wasn’t complaining. The little creatures fitted themselves into his work seamlessly, shrieking acknowledgements to his commands, fetching materials, and practically fighting one another in their eagerness to be useful.

“Excellent!” Maxim exclaimed as he accepted some wire from an eager gremlin. “Exactly what I needed.”

“Eek!”

“Now, fetch your master some glass bulbs. The nice big round ones, if you have them. And quickly!”

“Eeek ek eek!”

He watched the robed figure race away, followed by a small cluster of its fellows. Maxim smiled. Maybe he’d misjudged the little creatures…

Either way, with their help, he soon pushed back from the workbench and triumphantly lifted up his device, admiring it by the lamplight.

It resembled a cane, the body a long piece of brass inlaid with copper wiring. A dial near the head adjusted the output, while insulators along its lengths gleamed. A glass inductor bulb sat on the top, and brass rings twisted up inside it.

“Eeeeeeeeeek,” the mob of gremlins breathed with awe.

Maxim chuckled self-consciously, stroking the cane fondly as static spat up the rings. “Come now. It’s not really all that special.”

“Eek?”

“Well… I was meaning to test it out…”

“Eek! Ek eeek!”

Maxim gave the cane a practice swing, admiring the static that crackled up its length. He looked about the lab thoughtfully, finally settling on an old piece of armour in the corner. Pointing the crackling glass dome at it, he swept a thumb up along the rod, a spark igniting from the friction. Static crackled across the metal, buzzing along the wires and flashing in the glass dome like literal lightning in a bottle.

Then he pushed the trigger.

The thunderbolt boomed across the lab in a flash of blue, blasting the armour with a crash like the hammer of the gods. Steel went flying, and as the spots faded from his eyes, Maxim squinted at the melted remains of the armour. He smiled.

Perfect.

A cheer and a storm of applause erupted from the watching gremlins. Maxim gave a light bow to the monsters, his lab coat flapping around him like a cape. “Thank you. Thank you,” he said, straightening and lifting the cane up thoughtfully. “Hmm. May need to tweak the output a bit, though.”

“No! Was great!”

He looked over in surprise to find Katarina in the doorway, and fully clothed for once. In a surprising but fitting outfit no less. Loose and tight black leathers garbed her, decorated with plenty of straps and buckles. A motley collection giving her a look like a cross between an assassin and an escapee from Bedlam, the form-fitting fabric hugging her breasts and rear tantalizingly.

“You like?” she asked, running her hands over her figure.

Maxim followed the movement with great appreciation. “Very,” he said.

Again that flash of a fanged grin, the werewolf’s tail swishing happily as she prowled towards him, her clothes flexing against her figure with every step.

“You are making weapons?” she asked, stepping around him and leaning on his shoulder, her breasts squishing against his back as she sniffed at the cane.

“Seemed wise to do,” he said. “Given the circumstances.”

She leaned in closer, then jerked back as a crackle of static stung her like a warning flick. She rubbed her nose, glaring like an indignant puppy. “Hmph! Seems waste. Why not just rip out their throats with your teeth?”

“Afraid I don’t have the jaw strength,” Maxim said as he set the cane down.

“Then let me do it for you,” she said, rubbing her cheek against his. “I would like that.”

“You would?”

“Very much,” she said, draping her arms over his shoulders, hugging him possessively. “For you are mate! And what better mate than ruler of Grimmwald?”

“Well, I’m still not sure I want to be,” Maxim admitted.

She paused. “My mate?” she asked, sounding hurt.

“Ah, no. I meant the master of Grimmwald.”

“Oh,” she said, smiling again as she resumed rubbing against him. “I think you make good one.”

He glanced back at her. “You do?”

She nodded happily. “Yes yes. An alpha of valley! The castle deserves it. So do people. Townies weak. Like puppies. But they need strong alpha. I learn fast when I became alpha of Wyld folk when papa and mama die. It take more than being big to rule. A true alpha,” she said philosophically, “must look after pack. Lead and protect, but not coddle. Be one all look to for leadership. And if not us, it will be other. One weaker and smaller. Tiny, like yappy doggy. Bark bark!”

“I…”

“If you not think other is worthy of leading pack,” she said seriously, “then you must lead, even if don’t want to. And if lesser alpha leads, then you must challenge them. Demand they submit to you if they refuse! Castrate them and shove inferior manhood down their throats!”

“Is that really necessary?”

“Yes,” Katarina growled. “Because if you don’t, then it your responsibility what happen to pack after. If you let inferior alpha lead, then you can blame them if everything turn to shit, but you also have to blame yourself. Because you could have stopped and didn’t.”

Maxim nodded along slowly, troubled. “But what if you fail?” he asked.

Katarina blinked, then frowned thoughtfully, as if the idea of failure had never even occurred to her. She finally shrugged. “Then you did everything you could. What more could do?”

Maxim leaned back, his thumb drawing thoughtful  patterns on the glass head of his new cane. “I see…” he murmured. Then glanced closely at her. “And you think I’d make a good master?”

She brightened again. “I think you make great one.”

“How do you know?”

“You smell good.”

“I smell good?” he asked incredulously. “That’s your criteria?”

She nodded earnestly, sniffing the top of his head, making him shiver with awareness of her body and the softness of her breasts pressing against him. “Mmm. Yes. You smell like good ruler.”

“And what does that smell like? Nutmeg? Lion? The blood of innocents?”

She scoffed and patted his head. “You not have words to describe, Maxim. Townies lost good senses long ago. You no longer wild bark. You more like house bark. Tiny and ah… what word…”

“Domesticated?” he ventured.

“Yes!” Katarina barked. “Yes! That one. You do that and lose it,” she said contemptuously. “But you smell like someone who cares,” she added seriously, her hands stroking his chest through his shirt. “You try to help me even though you know nothing about me. You want help people. And people living in valley need help.”

“I don’t exactly have the resources to stand up to Chrome,” he noted.

She shrugged again, stretched further against him, her breasts rubbing against the back of his head. “You have me.”

“And you’re enough?”

In answer, she plucked one of the wrenches off the work bench. Holding it in front of him with both hands, she bent it with a creak of metal, twisting it into a knot. Maxim stared as she dropped the mass of metal into his lap. He picked it up, feeling the heavy solidity of it.

“...Strong rebuttal,” he conceded.

“Yes,” she agreed, nuzzling his head once again. “I strong. And powerful. I strongest in valley. The mightiest of packs! Not even heads of Cerberus can beat me. I kill chimeras. I slaughter vampires. I once hit man so hard my fist go right through head! Pow! I strong!”

He didn’t doubt that, but Maxim also had the feeling that most of Katarina’s solutions to problems involved punching things until they stopped being a problem. Which, to be fair, probably worked most of the time, but was likely why she wasn’t invited to any zoning committees. Maxim frowned, staring into the glass bulb of his cane as if it were a crystal ball, waiting to reveal the futures laid out before him in organized rows.

But all it did was crackle with static.

“Do you think I strong?” Katarina asked.

He realized she had slipped his labcoat open and her hands were on his chest. “Well… You are quite powerful,” he conceded.

“Yes,” she said, and he heard her tail whip the air with her happiness. “And?”

“And beautiful.”

“And sexy?”

“Very,” he agreed.

“Mmmm,” she rumbled, her hand sliding into his lap, stroking his bulge through the fabric of his pants. “So is you…”

Maxim turned his head, and he didn’t need a degree in biology to understand the look she was giving him. Heat thumped in his veins from the thrill of his work and the blatant affection of the werewolf. Affections that were far from unwelcome. He reached up, cupping her cheek and turning her head, tilting up his chin as he kissed her.

Katarina moaned into his mouth, her breath hot and passionate. There remained a hint of iron from the steaks she’d been eating, but as their tongues moved, Maxim found the taste only more thrilling. He grunted as Katarina continued to stroke him.

“Eeek.”

Maxim’s eyes shot open and he looked sharply at the gremlins still idling about the lab, watching the scene with great interest. He grabbed up his cane and slammed the heel on the floor, a crash of sparks and lightning blazing about him in a spitting crackle.

“Clear out!” he snapped, sucking in a breath as Katarina gave his crotch a squeeze. “The master has very… very important work to do!”

Katarina snapped her teeth at the gremlins, leering hungrily.

“Eek!”

Gremlins scattered, racing away and vanishing through the door and various bolt holes. As the last flutter of red rags slipped through a crack in the wall, he heard Katarina growl in shameless arousal.

“You good at that,” she husked, her fingers finally undoing his pants.

“Well, sometimes you need to show who’s in charge,” Maxim grunted.

“I know,” Katarina breathed, licking his neck, nuzzling him adoringly. “And I love.”

Maxim groaned as she drew his shaft out into the open, her fingers wrapping around his manhood and continuing to stroke him. As she did, he couldn’t help but recall with what ease she’d bent that wrench. Such strength in those hands, now so delicate and loving. A fascinating dichotomy. Worth investigating for sure.

And what man of science wouldn’t sate such curiosity with thorough testing?

His hand stole around to her hip and tugged her around to his front. Katarina growled again, her hands grabbing the buckles that confined her figure, practically tearing them open in her eagerness to be free of the confining leather. It fell away quickly, fairly ripped off her flushed skin, and once more Maxim had a perfect view of her naked body.

This time he didn’t hesitate or look away. He devoured the sight of her. Toned. Powerful. Tight abs and subtle muscles that belied the true strength in her. Full breasts, yet here and there the paler lines of scars from a life of battle and struggle. He drank it in, relishing the sight.

Then she straddled his lap, her lower lips pressing against his shaft, her arousal slickening him as she rubbed herself against him, her arms wrapping around his neck, her head dipping down as she kissed him again.

Maxim returned the kiss with heat. His hand pressed against the back of her head, the other the small of her back. He pulled her tighter against him, and Katarina moaned as her hips increased their pace, grinding herself against his manhood with shameless neediness.

“Want you,” Katarina gasped between kisses. “Want you now. We rut now. Rut hard!”

“Well, since you asked so politely,” he chuckled, giving her a spank.

Katarina gave a soft whine of appreciation, and Maxim cupped her ass, lifting it. She rose above him, her tail wagging furiously, her eyes molten as they gazed down at him, her pussy rubbing against the tip of his cock as she rocked forward, and let him push into her.

Katarina moaned, her head tilting back, the sound growing to a soft howl of pleasure as she sank down on him, hilting herself, her inner walls tight and hot as they clenched deliciously around his cock. Maxim grunted, his hands moving from her head and back to her hips as he began to bounce the gorgeous werewolf on his cock.

“Ah!” Katarina gasped, arching atop him as she descended. Rose. Riding him with growing urgency. Growing excitement. Her breath came in sharp pants, her hands gripping his shoulders as she took him hard and fast.

“Yes. Yes!” she moaned. “Rut. Rut good! Rut Katarina good! Hard! Ah!” she cried as Maxim kissed her neck. Nibbling on the sensitive flesh, making her keen with delight as he thrust up into her. Her hands gripping his shoulders tight as if to anchor her to the moment. “More. More!”

She was a greedy one, but he certainly didn’t mind. Maxim knew how to make a woman moan. It was practically a science, and he’d had plenty of practice. His hands roamed over her body, finding everywhere that made her whimper and tighten. Discovering where she was sensitive and where was tender. What sounds she could make and how to do it again.

It didn’t take him long to make her cum, crying out in bliss as she shuddered atop his cock. Though she might have had strength enough to rip his arms off, she was putty in his hands. As she rode that first orgasm he swept tools off his workbench, dumping components and machinery on the floor with a clatter. Still inside her he rose, planting her atop the cold metal, making her yelp before he bent over her, kissing her again, sawing slowly into her, saving himself for a final climax he knew would make her cum again.

She writhed beneath him as he fucked her on the table, her hands clutching his back, and he was extremely glad she wasn’t at full strength, or the nails clawing his shirt might have flayed him to the bone. He took her slow, drawing her back up towards a peak of pleasure that soon had her whimpering and moaning beneath him. His pace increased, fucking her harder. Faster!

“Cum. Cum in me!” Katarina gasped. “Rut! Rut Katarina! Breed! Breeeeed!”

He couldn’t deny that plea.

With a few more strokes Maxim filled her a final time, groaning in ecstasy as he came. His body tightened as he unloaded inside of her, pumping her full of his hot seed. The werewolf cried out, again shuddering beneath him as she took it, her arms clinging to him as her body milked him of that orgasmic pleasure, another howl escaping her, echoing about the cold stone of the lab, ringing among the rafters and beyond.

Maxim came down slowly, breathing hard and hot as he finished within her. With a rumble of pleasure Katarina kissed him again.

“Mmm. My mate,” she yipped happily.

Maxim chuckled, but didn’t correct her. After all, she was probably the first good thing to happen to him since he came to the castle.

And it was a very good thing indeed.


What’s Up Doc?

Maxim woke up with something heavy on him.

He blinked at the canopy above his bed (which had a skull pattern stitched into it), then slowly tilted his head to see what was weighing him down. The first thing he saw was a mass of unruly silver hair, and past that a muscled back and firm, rounded buttocks, above which sprouted a bushy tail.

He sighed. “Katarina?”

“Hmm?” she said, lifting her head.

“I’m sure Moira gave you a room.”

“Creepy one did,” the werewolf hummed, snuggling further up against him, tail swishing happily.

“And?”

“I like this better,” she replied.

“Why?”

“Comfier,” she said, resting her cheek on his chest, her canine ears inches from his mouth.

“...I do need to get up,” he informed her.

“Mmm. Later.”

“How much later?”

“Tomorrow good.”

He sighed again. “I’ll need to tell Moira in that case.”

“Tell me what, master?”

Katarina bolted up and onto all fours with a yelp, whirling about and glaring at the maid, who was now suddenly standing beside the bed. Moira gave the werewolf a mild look, then turned to him.

“Ah, there you are,” Maxim said, throwing back the covers and climbing to his feet. “Never mind. Seems we’re all up after all.”

“How joyous, master,” Moira said with all the cheer of a funeral director. “Breakfast is nearly ready.”

“It’s not rat, is it?”

“It’s bacon, master.”

“That I bought from town?”

“Of course, master.”

Maxim hid his relief. He really didn’t want to know what a pig from Grimmwald might be like. Probably explode due to a misguided effort of his ancestors at breeding a self-barbecuing pig. “Excellent,” he said. “We’ll start with that. Then, I’ll head to town. I need to pick up those clothes from the seamstress, and maybe some horses to hook up to one of the fancier carriages. Have the gremlins made progress repairing them?”

“Admirably, master,” Moira reported. “And with minimal casualties.”

“I suppose some were inevitable,” he said dryly.

Katarina’s ears perked up, the rest of her hair and hackles lowering. “You are going into town?” she asked intently.

Maxim looked her way. “I am.”

She swung herself off the bed and to her feet. “Then I will be going with you,” she said firmly.

“You will?” he asked with a startled look. “It sounded like you hated the city?”

“Of course,” Katarina growled. “Is filled with weaklings! And usurers,” she added vehemently. “Humans who have forgotten thrill of hunt. Delight of chase! Ecstasy of seizing prey in jaws, feeling it struggle as it bleeds life out, its bones cracking beneath mighty teeth. Crack! Snap!”

“...Yes, I imagine they might have,” Maxim said.

“Exactly! But I not let you go alone. Mate has enemies. And I not have mate killed by some dagger in the dark! Not with your weak sense of smell.”

He’d give her that one. Even if he hadn’t badly damaged his sinuses by inhaling formaldehyde and various other chemicals in his lab, he doubted his senses were half as powerful as hers. And though he wasn’t entirely sold on the idea, he would admit that a quick trip into town shouldn’t be too much for her. He doubted Ingval would try and target her inside Burdenga, or if the hunter even knew what her human form looked like.

In the end, he agreed, seeing as she’d so far been a good patient, if not a terrific house guest. Plus, leaving her alone would just be begging for trouble. There was delicate equipment in the labs, not to mention he’d only explored a fraction of the castle. Who knew what sort of boobytraps might lurk in wait?

Well, Moira probably did. But given Katarina’s clear dislike of the maid, he supposed that was just another reason not to leave the werewolf alone.

Thus, within a few hours and a breakfast that saw no porcine spontaneous combustion, Maxim was driving the Yaga down into the valley and towards town. He was surprised at how easily Katarina rode the thing, crouched in her seat, grinning with delight as the machine bounded down the twisting highway, the wind whipping through her silvery hair. She’d suppressed her canine ears and tail, but there was no hiding her enthusiasm at going for a ride.

Shortly thereafter they reached Burdenga, and in the town square Maxim dismounted, Katarina at his side. The werewolf looked around suspiciously, her eyes alert, and if her wolf-ears were out, Maxim knew they’d be swivelling for any threat.

“Townies,” she growled with a contemptuous look. “Hiding behind walls.”

“Can’t very well blame them when there’s things like you lurking in the woods,” Maxim noted as they made their way towards the shops, walking by the dirigible towers tethering the plump shapes of airships.

“Walls not keep us out forever,” she said with a sniff. “And they not stop us if we really wanted to.”

“But you haven’t,” he noted.

“Is waste of time,” she said with a dismissive gesture. “Some wolves are happy to raid towns, but is not worth it. Prey is weak and fat, and it might call down hunters. As long as they stay out of wolf territory, townies can do as they like.”

“Not all werewolves share those sentiments,” he observed.

She grimaced. “No,” she agreed with a grim glower at the dark mass of the distant woods. “Not all…”

Maxim noted the longing in her eyes, but there was something more. A resolve that set her jaw and tightened her muscles. There was something waiting for her in those woods. Something beyond deer and hunters. He considered asking her, then shook it off again. She’d tell him when she was ready. Until then, she could keep her council.

“Hey there, Sparky!”

Maxim froze in the middle of the street. He knew that gleefully peppy voice. A voice of manic delight and sugary violence. He whirled around.

A woman stood in the middle of the sidewalk. Dressed in a long plaid travelling coat that did little to hide her pixie-slim figure. A suitcase hung at her side and piercings studded her ears and eyebrow. More metal poked from her violet hair in a pair of pins resembling electrodes, which crackled occasionally. Eyes of vibrant green gleamed with mischief, and teeth sharp like a shark’s grinned at him. She only came up to his chest, and hers was near as flat as his. Instead, she sported plump thighs and, from his experience, a very squeezable rear.

“Bitsy?” Maxim gasped incredulously.

Dropping her valaise, Bitsy ‘Mousetrap’ Malevola bounded towards him and threw herself into his startled arms, grabbed his face, and pressed a kiss to his lips that shot through him like a hundred volts.

“Mmmmwah!” Bitsy cried, breaking the kiss, the electrodes in her hair buzzing. “Ha ha! I found you, Sparky!” she cried, nuzzling his chin adoringly. “I found you! No, wait! I’m mad at you! You left me without even a note!”

“Bitsy, I…”

“Oh who cares!” she cried, hugging him again. “I have you back! Oh but Sparky. Maxim! How could you? We were a team! You, the deranged and lone madman against the world. Me! Your loyal lab assistant slash attack dog and love slave. A thrall to passion. To science! To your genius! Oh Sparky!” she moaned, stretching against him, gazing adoringly into his eyes. “And to think of all those late nights in the lab. The research. The passion projects! I tried to revisit them, but none of my phallic electrodes could get me going like your big, meaty gyah!”

Bitsy squeaked as Katarina grabbed the other woman by the collar of her jacket and lifted her off Maxim. The werewolf glared at the smaller woman.

“Maxim, is this… thing bothering you?” the werewolf asked.

“No, no, not really,” Maxim said, which was true. He’d been on the receiving end of Bitsy’s affections too often to find them off putting. He straightened his coat and hat as he eyed the kicking woman. “You can put her down.”

Katarina shrugged and did so, Bitsy landing on the balls of her feet and rounding on the werewolf with a hiss.

“Katarina?” Maxim said, gesturing to the colourful young woman. “Meet Bitsy Malevola. Also known as Mousetrap. She is… was my fellow student at university.”

“I was his lab assistant,” Bitsy protested huffily, straightening and tugging her coat back into place. “And the best one he had!”

“You were my partner,” Maxim corrected.

“Oh please! How could I consider myself your partner?” Bitsy exclaimed. “You were my master! My mad doctor! And I your willing slave in the art of mad science! Your minion! The Igor to your Victor. The cheese to your wine! The negative charge to your positive. Come on, Sparky. I even had that collar with ‘Property of Master Maxim’ written on it. Remember? You used to love seeing it on me.”

Maxim felt the beginning of a flush. He glanced about and noted the attention they were getting. He hastily cleared his throat. “We… that is, you only wore that in private.”

She scoffed. “Only because you insisted. Which was pretty odd of you. Especially after what we did when we worked on that short range radio machine. Remember? We tested it by having you adjust the frequency in the middle of class? It controlled that vibrating egg I shoved up my-”

“Oh look! A coffee shop!” Maxim interrupted hastily while Katarina looked on with befuddlement and growing interest. “Why don’t we take a quick sit down and ah… talk about how you got here,” he said desperately.

Before Bitsy could say anything else Maxim fairly charged towards the little shop on the corner. He was beyond relieved the pair followed, and after he settled them in some seats on the outside, he hastened inside to give their order.

Bitsy was here?

Why?

How?

On some level, he supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. Bitsy had always been… well, eccentric. Even before he met her she’d made a name for herself around the university. Not necessarily in a good way. And he’d certainly enjoyed her company once they got together. But still, to find her here…

Well, he was going to find out what the hell was going on. That much he decided. Feeling more composed, he rattled off their order to the barista, who he now noticed was looking at him closely.

“Did you get all that?” Maxim asked.

“Huh? Oh!” the young man said, nodding quickly. “Yeah, sure. And uh… are you the new master, then?”

“I am,” Maxim said.

The youth’s face brightened. “Great! Welcome, master. I’ll get right on your order.”

“Thanks.”

“And uh, not to intrude, but would you happen to be looking for a glassworker?”

“A… a what?”

“Well,” the barista said, looking a bit abashed. “It’s only, my family used to be glassworkers. Going back four generations blowing glass for your family. No one puffed a test tube like us, no sir! And I was just wondering if you’d be looking for a new one soon. ‘Cause begging your pardon, but I’d be happy to get back to work, sir. Begging your tyranny’s pardon.”

“I’ll ah… think about it,” Maxim said slowly.

“That’s all I ask, milord! I’ll get right on that coffee. Lickity split!”

“Thanks,” Maxim said, a little bemused as he returned to the patio. He shook off the encounter when he arrived to find Bitsy glaring suspiciously at Katarina, who was eying the mousy woman with equal suspicion. At least they hadn’t tried to kill each other.

Yet.

He took a seat between the pair, glancing from one to the other. “Now then. Bitsy?” he said, looking her way. “Why are you here? Last thing I heard you were sent home after the… incident.”

Bitsy scowled, her lips pushing out in an adorable pout. “That crock?” she scoffed, throwing herself back into her seat with arms crossed angrily. “Daddy demanded I go home after the explosion, but I didn’t want to. I knew you needed me, Sparky, but he sent some of his goons to drag me back. I put up a fight, but one of them had chloroform, and by the time I woke up I was strapped to a seat and heading back to the estate.

“And Daddy really chewed me out,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “But I told him where he could stick it. Unfortunately, he took that personally.”

“Imagine that,” Maxim said, recalling the stern patriarch of the Malevola family. A man who could wither a lemon with just a glare.

“Anyway,” Bitsy continued airily, “blah blah blah, disappointment to the family, casualties, thugs needing replacement fingers after I bit them off, the usual. So he locked me up until he could think of what to do with me. Took me over a week to break out.”

“You ran away from home?” Maxim said incredulously.

Bitsy shrugged indifferently. “Pff. Hardly the first time. And their security was terrible anyway. Clearly they’d been slacking off with me gone. Honestly, I was doing them a favour! So it’s all good.”

Maxim had some serious doubts about that. The Malevola family was a significant player among the Hundred Houses, who more or less ruled a large chunk of the continent. In fact, they were renowned adventurers. But Bitsy had always been a rebellious soul. Which only made it more surprising she’d fallen in with him. He’d been one of the most staid students in their class. His social circle had been small at university, and Bitsy had been a large part of it. They’d shared a number of classes, and before he knew it, she’d become something of a sidekick to him. An eager lab assistant. Very eager, as it had turned out. Especially when they worked on creating the beast with two backs by the glow of the bunsen burners.

“So you came looking for me?” Maxim asked.

“Duh!” Bitsy exclaimed. “But by the time I got back to the university, you were gone. And I heard you took credit for what happened to the east wing!”

“Blame would be more accurate,” he noted.

“Whatever! All the others got off easy, but I heard you were expelled. Idiots! Don’t they realize what they lost? You were doing amazing work, Sparky!”

“In demolition, apparently,” Maxim said somewhat bitterly.

“Exactly! Anyway, I wasn’t going to leave it at that! I went to your flat, but your landlady said you’d moved out. I managed to track you to the station and follow you to the continent.” She wagged a finger scoldingly at him. “You didn’t make it easy, Sparky, but what’s love without some barriers? Like borders. And custom agencies. But I wasn’t going to let a continent keep us apart. So,” she declared, arms spread open and a proud grin upon her face, “here I am!”

“Right,” he said slowly, mostly amazed. “I am sorry about leaving like that, Bitsy. I heard your parents brought you home, and I figured it would only do more harm than good if I tried to contact you. I should have done more, but there were some… complications.”

“I heard,” Bitsy said, reaching out and grasping his hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Sorry to hear about you getting kicked out by your brother. I never liked that little shit. But hey! You landed on your feet. Always knew you would,” she proclaimed proudly.

“Well, we’ll see,” Maxim said. “But I don’t think you should stay here, Bitsy. It’s dangerous.”

“Which is why I brought these puppies,” Bitsy said, opening her jacket.

Maxim’s eyebrows flicked up and even Katarina stared at the range of weapons the slim woman had loaded into the lining of her jacket. Knives. Vials of something that could probably kill an entire town or mutate them hideously. What looked like grenades and possibly a bear trap. Bitsy grinned at him. “I always come prepared. And I knew that I’d need to fight for our love! You’re a magnet for trouble, Sparky. Lucky for you,” she added smugly as she closed her coat, “I like trouble.”

Maxim shook his head in amazement. “Bitsy, I really-”

“Call me Mousetrap,” she said. “Like you used to. But not you,” she added to Katarina. “I’ll accept sharing him, but not the nickname.”

“Sharing?” Maxim said blankly.

Bitsy sighed and gave him a pitying look. “I knew it would come to this one of these days,” she admitted. “When the world discovered my master’s genius, the women would flock to you more than Byron’s seaside boudoir and orgy dungeon. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving up without a fight!”

“I see,” Katarina said with a sharp smile. “I agree.”

Maxim looked between the pair, who stared at each other with some strange, silent understanding. A competitive edge in their grins, like two rivals in a game whose rules Maxim didn’t understand or feel equipped to start trying to. He sighed, resting his forehead in his hand.

“Coffee?”

He nodded in relief as a cup was slid before him. “Thank you, I… Delia?”

He blinked up at the seamstress, who looked down at him coolly, her monocle gleaming as she shifted her weight, an apron rustling before her.

“You work here too?” he asked.

“I work many jobs, my lord,” Delia said. “One does what one must in this economy. Will you be needing anything else?”

“I… are my clothes done?” he asked dazedly.

She nodded. “Of course. You can stop by the shop when you finish your drinks. Now please,” she added with a glance about the table. “Enjoy.”

Maxim watched her drift away and back into the cafe, then shook his head and turned back to Bitsy, who was looking at him with a knowing look.

“Like moths to the flame,” she said.

Maxim frowned, and for a moment considered ordering her to get back on the train and go home. But even before she’d told him her tale of daring escape to find him, he knew it would be fruitless. Bitsy was not a woman to be dissuaded by an order, reason, laws, or even common decency. When she decided to do something, she did it, and damn the consequences and collateral damage. Something that may have contributed considerably to the… incident at the university, come to think of it.

Not that Maxim was going to fob that failure on her. It had been his mistake that caused the explosion, though he wouldn’t take credit for those miniaturized elephants getting loose. Heavens knew where those had come from. Maybe the same place as those albino gorillas…

Maxim picked up his coffee and took a slow sip, eying Bitsy, who returned his gaze with shining innocence and a trembling lower lip. He sighed.

To hell with it.

“There are going to be some rules, you understand,” he informed her.

“Of course, Sparky,” she said, beaming. “I’m all about rules!”

“Only so you know which to break. But if you’re going to be working with me and staying, you’re going to abide by these ones. Got it?” he said with a steely look. “Or I’ll padlock you in a crate and mail you back to London on the first airship going west.”

Bitsy shivered and licked her lips wantonly. “Oooh, I love it when you get all bossy like that. I promise, Sparky. I’ll be your good assistant. Your absolute slave! If you want to brand your name on my ass, just say the word and these trousers are down!”

“No branding,” Maxim said as she reached for her belt.

“Aw…”

“Most importantly,” Maxim continued. “I need you to obey my every instruction. If I tell you to do something, I expect you to do it. Complain, protest, try and reason with me if you want, but my word is final!”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said adoringly. “You tell me to jump, I say what shark. Anything else?”

“Yes,” Maxim said, knitting his fingers and giving her a sober look. “Things are going to be dangerous out here, Bitsy. So, if one day I tell you to run and leave me behind, I expect you to do it. You’re not going to die out here.”

Bitsy grinned again. “Mmm, no. I think I’ll have to refuse that one.”

Maxim frowned. “Mousetrap…”

Bitsy giggled and leaned in, reaching out and playfully flicking the chain of his pocket watch. “You got away from me once, Sparky, and left me behind. And that’s never happening again. I’m with you until the end. Even if I have to stitch us together. I’m a ride or die kind of girl, and if I can’t ride you, I’ll die with you. The only reason I’ll ever leave your side is in order to get a bigger gun to blast away whatever is messing with my master.”

Maxim sighed, trying to ignore the way her words made his chest warm with pleasure. “Bitsy…”

“Non-negotiable, Sparky,” she said with another lazy grin.

Katarina laughed. “I like small angry girl,” she said.

He gave her an exasperated look and turned back to Bitsy. “We’ll talk about that later. For now, drink your coffee. Once I get my new suit and a few other things, we’ll head back to the castle.”

Bitsy gasped, clapping her hands in delight. “That’s your castle! Oh Sparky, I knew you’d come into your mad genius eventually. Does it have a dungeon? Torture racks? Hidden chambers we can summon lusty demons in? I didn’t take those occult classes just as an excuse to wear those skimpy harem outfits, you know.”

“It probably does,” he conceded.

Bitsy squealed, clapping her hands again. “Eeee! This is going to be so much fun!”

Maxim rolled his eyes, but couldn’t hide the smile at her enthusiasm. “Perhaps. By the way, did you bring a nicer dress with you?”

“Sure. Why?” she asked.

“Because,” Maxim mused, eyes drifting back to the factory district and the airships tethered there, “I’ve got a party to go to tomorrow night, and could use a plus one…”


Party Time

Maxim’s first impression of the Venture Capital was that someone had inflated a baroque church and welded some extra angles onto it.

The dirigible sat tethered to the airfield just outside Burdenga like a whale embossed with gold and filigree. The huge purple gasbag was capped with a great silver VC, the landing legs were worked like lion’s paws, and angels of steel flowed along the sides as if lifting it on their backs. A red carpet had been unrolled across the landing pad, and the way to the boarding ramp was lit with lamps whose glow fluttered against the trim. Garish, yes, but it did get the point across.

And there was a powerful point to be made in the airship. The latest of engineering, it was bigger than many buildings and radiated the sort of opulence most palaces couldn’t, with the boarding ramp tended to by liveried servants who ushered guests aboard. The whole thing screamed money. Trumpeted importance and the sort of power that could afford not to have good taste.

Maxim examined it as he wound the Yaga to a halt among dozens of carriages. He climbed down and shrugged off his overcoat and goggles, tossing them into the seat, leaving him in a more modest jacket and pants.

Bitsy hopped down beside him and took in the airship with a long look. She gave a low whistle. “Not bad,” she said, nodding.

“Think so?” he asked.

“Absolutely. Look! You can barely see the gun ports there in the gondola thanks to that filigree. But they’re there. That ship’s a lady dressed to kill. Much like me!”

She certainly was. Bitsy had always cleaned up well, albeit reluctantly. She much preferred the sweep of a labcoat to the sway of a skirt, but knew how to wear both. Tonight, she’d gone with a hooped dress that flattered her small figure, with a plunging neckline of ruffled fabric like waves framing her modest bust. The lush green complimented the violet tone of her hair, and several jewels flashed from around her neck and piercings.

However, Maxim knew she hadn’t been speaking metaphorically either.

“Remember,” he said, tossing his hat into the Yaga. “Don’t cause any trouble.”

“Me?” she asked with a flutter of eyelashes. “Sparky, I’m hurt! Whatever would I do?”

“For one, I saw you tucking those knives into the lining of your skirt.”

“A girl must accessorise,” she said.

“Like that stone in your ring? The one that can be crushed into Bullia’s Bloat Poison?”

“How’d you know about that?”

“You bragged about it when we went to the dean’s ball. Even offered to pinch some into Professor Ubergen’s drink.”

“Oh yeah! That was a fun one,” Bitsy giggled, hugging his arm. “You looked so dashing that night! The only thing better than seeing you in those clothes was seeing you out of them. Hm?”

Maxim ignored her saucy look, but found it hard to do the same to the way her breasts rubbed against him.

“Just… try not to kill anyone. Please,” he said as they walked towards the boarding ramp. “Unless they try to do us in first.”

Bitsy blew out a huff. “Oh fine,” she sighed, squeezing his arm again. “But only for you, Sparky.”

A footman took his invitation, inspected it briefly, and quickly bowed them aboard. “Welcome, sir and madame,” he said. “Enjoy your stay aboard the Venture Capital.”

Maxim gave him a nod of acknowledgement and climbed the steps of the airship.

The interior was lit so brightly it glowed. Gas lamps hissed among filigree growing like vines of gold along the interior walls. The deck thrummed subtly under Maxim’s feet with the ship’s engine as he walked through a pair of doors and into an immense ballroom.

Chandeliers burned bright overhead with electric bulbs. Huge mirrors lined the walls, reflecting seemingly endless echoes of the room and guests. More servants drifted like wind-up toys through the crowds, bearing silver trays of food and drinks, while a band of animal cogs in tuxedos made of finely worked brass took up a corner, the mechanical players drawing out a slow, warbling waltz. A sea of silken waistcoats, skirts, and ruffles moved across the dance floor in waves, and conversation buzzed everywhere.

The sheer ostentatiousness of it threw Maxim off. Not even his mother’s parties at the estate could have prepared him for this level of gilded grandeur. Even the Polar Czars would have thought it a bit much. He felt awkward and out of place. Taking a glass from the tray of a passing waiter, he moved slowly through the crowd, trying to spot Chrome but with little luck. He did, however, run into Clausewitz, the burgomaster waddling about near the buffet and brightening visibly as they came near.

“Ah!” the heavyset man declared, his cigar shifting beneath his moustache as he dipped with a bow. “My lord! Hr hrm. A pleasure, as always.”

“Clausewitz,” Maxim said, nodding to Bitsy. “This is Bitsy Malevola. Bitsy, the burgomaster of Burdenga.”

“Charmed,” Bitsy giggled, taking his hand.

“A pleasure, my dear,” Clausewitz said, bowing deeply, the sway of his gut wobbling as he rose again. “Hr hrmf hrmf! Yes. A pleasure indeed.” He removed his cigar and tapped out some ashes in a onto his plate beside the shrimp cocktails. “So, my lord!” he declared, switching his attention back to Maxim. “Have you had a chance to look over our little valley? Hm? Your new domain has some tremendous sights, doesn’t it? Hrm hrm hrm, yes. Most tremendous indeed!”

“It’s a lovely place,” Maxim agreed. “Rich in history.”

“Quite so! Quite so. Hr hrm. Yes. I must show you the old battlefield one day, where your ancestor Borgress the Brutal fought his rival, Serrier Snapcase. Even today we’re still digging up the piles of skulls erected by the winner!”

“Who did win?” Maxim asked.

“Well, that was the thing my lord. They were putting them up during the battle, but then the hillside fell in and buried them both. So we’ll know once we make a full accounting of the skulls. Hr hrmf, yes.”

“Ah, of course,” Maxim said.

“And, my lord. If I may ask,” Clausewitz added, his voice dropping and his bushy brows flicking suggestively. “Have you decided on when you’d like the… you know…”

“The…”

“Hr hrm. Well, the buxom maidens of course,” Clausewitz said. “You know, my lord. Your droit de seigneur?”

“Sparky!” Bitsy cried, smacking him on the arm. “Look at you! Not even a week here and already oppressing the peasants and ravishing their daughters? Well well!”

“I’m not…” Maxim cut himself off, massaging his brow. “I’m not doing… that,” he ground out with a demonstrative wave.

“Of course, my lord. Hr hrm. Of course,” Clausewitz said, winking knowingly. “Though, on an unrelated topic, just as a reminder, my daughter-”

“Huge tracts of land, yes. Biggest. Acres of them, yes, I remember. But best do my rounds. Meet people. Chat it up. So on. Wonderful seeing you again, burgomaster. Come along, Bitsy,” Maxim said, fairly dragging his giggling companion back across the floor.

“He seemed nice,” Bitsy said.

“Doesn’t he?” Maxim replied drily as the waves of the crowd washed them up near one of the corners, his efforts to find somewhere discrete and that wasn’t an eyesore in vain. “Hell’s teeth, this place is painful to look at,” he muttered.

“It is, isn’t it?”

Maxim looked sideways in surprise to find a stunningly attractive woman beside them. Her skin was pale like a china doll’s, and her eyes glowed a deep red. She wore all black and lace like she had just come from a funeral, a filmy veil shading her eyes, her hair a full, curly black that framed her shadowed face. Her gown fitted her figure well, revealing the tops of full breasts that stretched her corset. She was like a living shadow among the light. A patch of darkness that never quite went away. One with a black ribbon tied around her neck.

Maxim didn’t need to see the empty mirror behind her to know he was looking at a vampire, but he supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. Though they tended to keep to themselves and their courts, vampires often found their way into important social functions. They were almost instinctively drawn to power and the powerful, ingratiating themselves in the structures of authority, partly as a protection mechanism, and partly due to their need to be in control. And though Chrome clearly despised aristocracy, he’d have been a fool to scorn the Crimson Courts.

“A show of ostentatious wealth as if trying to defy reality itself,” the pale woman said thoughtfully. “A grim reflection of ambitious emptiness. A scream of defiance to mortality and yet, all it accomplishes is vanity. For we are but ephemeral beings, dancing on a stage of existence, some too proud or foolish to depart when it is time, and return to the cool grace of the grave.”

Oh yes. Definitely a vampire.

“That’s… one way of putting it,” Maxim said. He offered his hand. “Maxim Volt.”

“I know,” she said, turning her red eyes on him, and the thin smile that flashed her fangs only confirmed his suspicions. “You are the new ruler of Grimmwald.”

His eyebrows flicked up. “Word travels fast.”

“It does,” she agreed and took his hand. “Triana Sanguin.”

“Delighted,” he said.

A faint smile hovered on her lips, which parted to hint at pearly fangs. “That’s kind of you to say.”

“And I,” Bitsy suddenly cut in, leaning forward and smiling coldly at the vampire. “Am his date.”

Triana’s smile didn’t waver. “And what a delightful one you are,” she said.

Bitsy frowned a little, as if unsure if she’d just been insulted. Eager not to see what happened if she decided that answer was yes, Maxim quickly asked the vampire, “Been to many of these?”

Triana shrugged, her corset heaving her breasts like buoys in an ocean of fabric. “Too many to count,” she said, her red eyes drifting over the crowd. “Though I must admit, I look forward to when you hold one in Grimmwald.”

“Do you?”

“Oh yes. I’ve never seen the ballroom, but I hear it’s magnificent.”

Recalling the cracked floor, spiderwebbed rafters and bubbling vats which currently filled the room in question, Maxim coughed ruefully. “Yes, well, might be a while in coming,” he admitted.

“Not too long, I hope,” Triana said, her hand brushing his. “It has been a very long time since your family has entertained in its halls, and my sire, Countess Margarita, is most eager to be a guest again. Provided you remain master of the castle.”

“Which means she’s not sure?” Maxim ventured.

“Let us say the Countess likes to hedge her bets,” Triana replied airily.

Maxim chewed on that information for a moment. “Well…”

“Max!”

Maxim winced at the distorted voice and turned to find Chrome sweeping out of the crowd, Claria as ever a pace behind. “Mister Chrome,” Maxim said, giving the man’s steely hand a shake. “Good to see you.”

“It’s always good to see me,” Chrome said affably, a crackling laugh escaping his shining throat. “And I see you’ve met some of my other guests. Hello, Triana. Enjoying the party?”

“Tremendously,” the vampire said, inclining her head respectfully.

“Capital! But I’m afraid I have to steal our man here,” Chrome declared, throwing an arm around Maxim’s shoulder, his smile as bold as brass.

“A shame,” Triana said, her red eyes drifting to Maxim’s. “I feel like we were just getting started.” She dipped a playful curtsy. “Until next time, Lord Volt.”

“Until then,” Maxim said before he was dragged away by Chrome, Bitsy huffily in tow.

“So glad you could make it,” the iron industrialist said as they crossed the floor. “Sorry about the delay. Had a lot of people wanting to speak to me. That’s the problem with being this popular. Everyone wants a piece of you! Sometimes literally,” he added, his metal fist clanking against his jaw. “But I’m glad to make time for you, Max. And we have so very much to discuss. Here! I can’t wait to show you my collection of ceramic ducks. The finest in all the known world.”

“Ducks?” Maxim asked.

“What else? And mark my words. In twenty years time, they’ll be worth their weight in gold! Isn’t that right, Claria?”

“Estimates put them at an increasing value of point four percent annually,” she rattled off like an abacus.

“Exactly!” Chrome declared. “And no one in Europa has a finer collection of mallards than me. It’s a smart investment. Sure, they say those gem encrusted eggs are where the real collectors are going, but what good’s an egg? It’s cooked! Ducks are where it’s at. Just you wait. Ducks are going to the moon!”

“Uh… huh,” Maxim said as he was ushered out of the ballroom and up a set of winding metal stairs.

“And the view, of course, is simply spectacular,” Chrome added cheerfully.

They reached an upper level, where two of Chrome’s black guards awaited. Large, solid looking men with grim looks that brokered little argument, both stepped aside and opened the doors with a creak, leaving Chrome to usher Maxim into yet another glitzy room. Cylindrical balconies ran around the perimeter and several cog servants visibly jerked to automated attention at their arrival. Display cases covered the walls, and behind each was a meticulously painted ceramic duck in a variety of hues, and all of whom were utterly encrusted with gems and jewels.

“Well?” Chrome asked with a sweeping gesture. “What do you think?”

Bitsy snorted at his side, and Maxim could see she was struggling to contain her laughter. He quickly gave a low whistle at the sight of the pointlessly flashy display of wealth. “Very impressive,” he said.

“Naturally!” Chrome laughed and patted him on the shoulder. “And a wise investment. Take it from me. Within a decade, everyone will be collecting these! I advise you to use some of the money you’re making tonight to do so. Don’t want to miss out. Ah! And here is my best employee. Professor Gurben! How are you?”

What Maxim had first taken to be a mound of rags shuffled around to look at them with sunken, sagging eyes. In fact, everything about the man seemed to sag. His limp hair hung clumped and loose around his head. His eyes were wrinkled and staring, his shoulders slumped as if dragged down by the weight of his stained lab coat, the hem nearly reaching his toes.

“Huh?” Gurben said with a slight slur.

Chrome didn’t seem to notice, releasing Maxim to stride up beside the drooping man. “Gurben? Meet Max Volt. Current master of Grimmwald. Good man. Great spark. Gurben here is the mastermind behind many of the Grand Chromium Company’s finest developments. Well,” he amended with a laugh. “Not all, of course. I have teams of sparks working in the labs.”

“Really?” Maxim said with some surprise. Unless dominated by a truly powerful personality, sparks tended to start fighting almost instantly to find out who was the big cheese, occasionally by turning their rivals into brie. And even after some madman had climbed to the top of the smoking ruin, the others were already scheming to usurp their superior at the first chance they had. “You manage to keep them in order?”

“It wasn’t easy, I’ll tell you,” Chrome said. “Herding cats would be simpler! But money can do some marvellous things. Plus, we’ve found ways to… even out the bumps in their creativity. Isn’t that right, Gurben?”

Gurben smiled, and that grey, loose lipped look sent a chill into Maxim’s very soul. “Yesh,” Gurben said, digging a hand into a pocket and bringing out a lacquered wooden box. “Always doing good. Yep. Good good. Take these special pills. Helps even out things...”

With a sort of horrified fascination, Maxim watched Gurben open the box, grab a fistful of pills from it, and shove them into his mouth, chewing with a crunching sound that put Maxim’s teeth on edge.

“Ugh,” Bitsy breathed in revulsion, now clinging to Maxim as if to hide herself from the sight.

“Ha ha ha! Good man,” Chrome laughed, patting Gurben’s shoulder before sweeping around him. “But here! The view is incredible from the balcony. Come take a look,” he said, beckoning Maxim to a pair of glass doors. Chrome threw them open, unveiling a slim rail and a commanding view of Burdenga.

It was indeed impressive. The winding streets of the city glowed with gas lamps like rivers of light through isles of homes and shops. Even now the factories did not sleep, their furnaces and forges glowing like hell had risen in a corner of the city. Smoke plumed from their chimneys, the soot clogging the sky, obscuring the gleam of stars. Yet even through the smog, distant flashes of lightning revealed Grimmwald’s profile raised against the sky. A mass of distant black spikes clawing for the horizon.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Chrome said proudly. “This is the new world, my friend. Progress! No more need for the rot of aristocracy. It’s time for the faded decay of the old to be swept aside! A shining new future awaits us. A new world, open to men like you and me! And you could have a grand part in it. C12!” Chrome barked, his voice rising with a sudden crack of static. “Champagne!”

There was a metallic hiss and a four-armed cog servant jerked towards them, glasses rattling on its tray, spilling more champagne than remained in the glasses. “Yes, sirs!” it said in a clipped, crackling voice. “Champagne for sirs!”

“Thank you C12,” Chrome said, taking a now nearly empty glass.

Maxim took one as well, eying the cog who bowed with a jerking motion, hissed some steam, then retreated to its corner.

“Admiring it, eh?” Chrome asked with a shining grin.

“They’re impressive devices,” Maxim admitted. “If a bit… jerky.”

“At the moment, yes. But not for long!” Chrome exclaimed happily. “These are the future as well. Already man’s labours are made more efficient and productive with the use of machinery. And soon, we will be able to replace even the labourers themselves! No need for men who need to be allowed to sleep for six hours a day. No need to replace an employee because their hands were crushed by a loom. No longer losing a moment of work due to things like lunch or bathroom breaks!”

“You allow those?” Maxim asked.

Chrome barked a crackle of a laugh. “Heavens no! They can eat at their stations, and is pissing in a jar really too good for them? Ha! But still they’ll complain. Try and unionize no matter how many of their leaders experience tragic ‘workplace accidents’. Bother us about things like ‘unsafe working conditions’ and ‘child labour’ and ‘faces melting from acid’. But not for long! The flesh is weak, my friend,” Chrome said, drinking the last of his champagne. He held the glass out and, with a whirr of his fingers, crushed it to shards. “But steel is strong!”

“I suppose so,” Maxim said slowly. He waved his glass at Chrome. “And that’s why you…”

Chrome’s gleaming smile tightened with a hiss. “No. Not at first,” he said, flexing his hand. “But some sacrifices are inevitable in business.

“But that’s neither here nor there,” Chrome continued cheerfully as he accepted a second glass from Claria. “Have you considered my very generous offer?”

“I did,” Maxim said.

“And?”

Maxim’s eyes trailed to the view of the city. The factories looming in the distance and sprawling slowly and inevitably over the residential districts. He looked back inside the room and to Gurben standing in the corner, staring blankly at the ducks behind the glass like a goldfish on the wrong side of the fishbowl. Finally, Maxim’s gaze fell on the cog servant, slumped at rest.

He turned back to Chrome. “And after careful consideration, I think I’ll have to decline.”

A faint hiss came from Chrome’s neck. He stared down at Maxim in momentary silence. “Ah ha ha,” he finally said, lifting a hand and banging his palm against his head with a sound like a pot being dropped. “Terribly sorry, friend. Seems my ear needs an adjustment, because I almost thought you said you’d decline.”

“That is what I said, yes,” Maxim said.

Chrome’s burnished smile gleamed down at him. “Is that so? Well, in that case, I’d love to know the reason. For my own curiosity of course.”

“Well,” Maxim said slowly, “after careful consideration, I realized that though your offer is exceedingly generous, I think I’d like to keep Grimmwald. The castle is an impressive place, and it has been in the family for generations. Not to mention many of the people in the valley seem to want there to be a master again.”

“And you consider that responsibility yours?” Chrome asked.

“It’s the family’s,” Maxim said.

“How dedicated of you. Though I can’t help but notice it’s a family you have little relation to other than the thinnest of blood. A family you barely knew existed until a short time ago, isn’t it? That family?”

There was more Maxim wanted to say, but after meeting Chrome again knew he’d best not. Like how he couldn’t stomach the thought of leaving the valley to the other man’s machinations. That, though Maxim might not have wanted the responsibility of it, he had signed the papers. He had laid claim to the castle. And now that he knew all the problems that festered in the valley, he just couldn’t leave things as they were.

Because he knew that surrendering ownership of the castle to Chrome would only invite disaster to everyone who called the valley home. The people made little more than fodder for the furnaces and factories, cast aside when Chrome had wrung the worth out of them. Every business gobbled up to become but another tentacle of the Grand Chromium Company. The wolves chased down and slaughtered. The town consumed by factories and industry, and the castle itself more than likely sold brick by brick.

And Maxim knew that if he did leave, he would be abandoning Moira, Katarina, and even Delia. And that he’d never be able to live with that. It would have been easier if he was just a maniacal loon and didn’t care about anyone else. Frenzied narcissism would have made his life so much easier.

Sadly, Maxim did feel responsibility for the town and the valley.

And that was all that mattered.

“I suppose I just found reason enough to stay,” Maxim said instead, and felt Bitsy squeeze his arm lovingly.

Chrome’s metallic finger tapped against the side of his glass with a silver chiming sound. “I see. And I suppose a few more million pounds wouldn’t change your mind? Perhaps an offer to work for me as well?”

Maxim glanced over at Gurben, who was drooling. “...Afraid not,” Maxim replied apologetically, setting down the glass he’d been given. “So, thank you, but I’ll pass. But I would be happy to work with you for the future of the town and valley. I imagine we could do great things together.”

“How very kind of you,” Chrome said in a crackling tone.

“I think I’ll be heading out now,” Maxim said, already edging towards the door. “Wouldn’t want to impose further. My thanks for your offer and your time. The party was delightful.”

“So true. And I’m sure we’ll continue to have such friendly arrangements in the future.”

“Likewise,” Maxim said, accepting Chrome’s outstretched hand. He shook it, and looking into Chrome’s eyes, Maxim knew it truly was time to go.

Because though that brass smile shone with friendliness, those eyes were filled with cold murder.

. . .

Chrome watched Maxim depart, passing by the two large men guarding the way down the stairs. Leaning against the railing, Chrome drummed his fingers with a sound like a hammer driving in coffin nails. “What a disappointment.”

“Sir?” Claria said, drawing closer with a click of heels.

“You know, Claria?” Chrome mused, hand clamping onto the railing. Squeezing with fingers that whirred with gearwork. “You try and be a nice guy. You try and help people along in life. Build connections. Alliances. Friendships even.”

“Sir?”

“And then they piss in your mouth. Does that seem fair, Claria? That when you make someone the offer of a lifetime, they cling to the past through their own pig-headed stupidity? They fail to see the opportunity. To have vision! Blinded by the tinted glasses that only look to the past. It makes a man wonder at the future of humanity, Claria. It makes a man’s blood boil and pistons hiss.”

“Naturally, sir,” Claria reported. “By the way, you’re damaging the rail.”

Chrome looked down and saw that he’d wrenched the steel into a pretzel of gilded metal. “Whoops!” he said, releasing it. “That might be expensive. Have a man fix that.”

“Of course, sir,” she said, quickly making a note in her book.

“Capital. And Gurben?”

“Mrphl?” Gurben said, in the midst of devouring another handful of pills.

“You still have that monster you’ve been raving about? The one that ate your last three assistants?”

“Mmf!” Gurben swallowed thickly, gagging. “Eh? Oh! You mean the Ultra Mega Chicken?”

Chrome gave him a dispassionate look. “Is that what you call it?”

“Oh yes!” Gurben said, the pasty dimness on his face fading as zealous glee overtook his expression. “The greatness. The legend! My masterwork! My effort to enhance chickens the power of flight once more. No longer confined to the bounds of terra firma, but given the prowess that their ancestors once took for granted! To reclaim the skies for all chicken-kind! A marvel of reverse evolution! A triumph-”

“Fantastic. Yes,” Chrome interrupted, grabbing a fistful of pills from the box and shoving them into the man’s mouth. Gurben blinked, but as he automatically chewed his expression instantly melted back into bovine docility. “Anyway, I think it’s time for a test run, don’t you?” Chrome continued

“Mfff mf.”

“Capital,” Chrome said, the gears in his cheeks humming with a smile.


Fight or Flight

As soon as they were out of the room Maxim quickened his pace, Bitsy dragged along at his side as they rattled down the spiral stairs.

“He seemed mad,” she noted.

“Yes,” Maxim replied.

“Really mad.”

“Oh yes.”

She glanced at him. “He’s going to try and kill us, isn’t he?”

“Absolutely.”

“Now?”

“Wouldn’t put it past him.”

“Me either,” Bitsy agreed.

They started to run, slipping into the ballroom and racing across the mirror-shiny floor.

“Leaving so soon?” Triana called as they passed the vampire.

“Left the stove on!” Maxim called.

“Mustn’t have that,” the vampire said with a knowing smile.

“I hate her,” Bitsy growled beside him, giving the vampire a death glare.

“Hate later! Move now!” Maxim gasped.

“I can do both,” Bitsy said, and to demonstrate she hiked up her skirt and picked up her pace.

As they burst out of the ballroom Maxim saw the footman at the exit occupied with a speaking tube, but on seeing the pair he nodded and hung up, then moved into their path. “Dear guests,” he said. “We ask that-”

“Your tip! Of course. Here!” Maxim said, grabbing some loose change and hurling it into the man’s face. The footman staggered back, then spun around as Maxim shoved past him and pounded down the boarding ramp with an inelegant banging sound.

Several more footmen were idling about the lots where the carriages were left. They watched in mild interest as Maxim and Bitsy raced across the tarmac. Reaching the Yaga, Maxim hauled himself aboard, Bitsy jumping in just before the carriage whirred and rose on its mechanical legs.

The strange carriage coughed to life as Maxim cranked the ignition, its legs swaying around before hurling itself forward, bounding across the tarmac and into the lamplit streets.

Maxim didn’t relax even as they flew out of the confines of Burdenga’s walls and down the road, racing past the fields and farms. His face was grim. Tight. That meeting did not go well. No, not at all. He’d suspected Chrome would not be interested in working together before, but seeing Gurben and hearing Chrome wax on about his opinions had cemented it. And worse was that Chrome was not the kind of man to take a refusal lying down. There would be consequences. Oh yes. Violent ones.

Monstrous ones.

Because though Chrome may have styled himself as some new species of business man, that was merely another means of accumulating power. And such men did not just lie back among their piles of money, lamenting that the deal fell through. Oh well. Try again next time.

No.

Men like Chrome made examples of people. And Maxim wasn’t eager to see what that would look like.

Maxim hefted his cane, the top softly buzzing with its charge. Bitsy noticed and lifted her skirt, grabbing a small pistol strapped to her leg.

Even as she did, something huge swept over them with a beat of massive wings. Maxim looked up sharply, peering through the window.

“The hell was that?” Bitsy demanded.

“Not sure,” Maxim said over the springy whirr of the Yaga’s legs. “But-”

A shrieking cry suddenly split the night. Dark wings flapped deafeningly over them and Maxim cursed, thrown against the side of the Yaga as the roof of was nearly ripped clear off by a pair of immense jagged talons.

“Hell’s teeth!” he swore, machinery screaming as the Yaga’s legs lost their footing. The claws gripping the roof ripped free, and the Yaga was sent careening sideways into the trees. The bounding mechanism broke through the splintering trunks, legs stumbling over each other as they swayed back towards the road. Maxim grabbed Bitsy, holding her tight as they were banged about, the Yaga hopping awkwardly before toppling over into the road with a thunderous crash.

The Yaga whirred as it slumped on its side, twitching as its mechanisms struggled to walk for a moment more before giving up with a hydraulic hiss. Maxim winced, finding himself on the side which was now serving as the floor. He looked down at the dazed woman in his arms.

“You alright?” he asked Bitsy.

“I… I think so,” she replied.

The Yaga gave a sudden shudder as something heavy landed atop it. Maxim looked up sharply, the wood creaking as something moved above.

Paused.

A flash of lightning scoured the heavens, and in that instant he saw their attacker through a broken window. Huge. Towering. Eyes glowing yellow and a mouth filled with sharp teeth in a cheshire grin of mad malevolence, it reared over them like a vulture out of nightmares.

Instinct swung up Maxim’s arm, his cane pointing at the thing as he hit the trigger. A blast of blue lightning ripped through the Yaga’s door, tearing apart wood and metal in a blinding flash. He heard a warbling scream and a deafening flap of wings.

Furiously, Maxim shook his head and blinked away the spots that hammered his vision. He peered up again, only to find the space above the Yaga empty. His nose twitched at a strange yet familiar smell. Something like fried chicken. Another rumble of lightning came and rain began to spatter onto his upturned face.

“Holy hell!” Bitsy gasped from under him. “Did you get it?”

“I don’t know,” he said, rising, leading with his cane as it crackled and buzzed, already building up a second charge. Maxim cursed his haste. Output had been too high, but he’d panicked. He doubted he had more than two or three shots like that left. He poked his head out of the Yaga, panning his cane about the road. The rain drummed down, hissing off the burning chunks of the Yaga. The glow of his cane spread a sphere of light around them, throwing the dark trees into stark relief. But there was a notable lack of any smoking monster carcasses.

“Stay in the Yaga,” he told Bitsy as he climbed out through the hole. “Whatever it was, it’s not dead yet.”

Bitsy’s head poked out near his feet, squinting as she looked about. “It’s not?”

“No,” Maxim said, still panning his cane about, the buzz of static crackling around him. “It-“

“BUCKAW!”

Maxim whipped about as something huge and feathery swooped out of the night. He fired wildly, the flash of the lightning illuminating mottled feathers and immense claws. The searing bolt raked the sky like a whip, the creature veering off with a shriek of surprise and agony, but a buffeting wing slammed into Maxim like a battering ram. He flew through the air, thrown off his feet and across the muddy ground, rolling several times before he managed to scramble back upright.

Sadly, sans lightning cane.

He quickly looked for it, but before he could find it the earth shuddered. He whirled about and beheld the horror that had come for him. It swayed on long legs, talons tearing up the road. Huge. Bigger than the Yaga, it resembled a bird, but only in generalities. Details made it distinctly otherwise. Four eyes glowed malefic red atop its bullet-shaped head. A beak opened revealing rows of teeth and its wings fluttered, tipped with what looked like bony spurs. Scales shimmered down its stomach and what looked like horns jutted from its head.

Its four eyes locked on Maxim and it hissed, a long forked tongue snaking from its maw.

Wonderful, Maxim thought grimly.

A chimera.

And he had a pretty good guess where it came from, and it was not the local inhumane society.

Making sure his eyes didn’t stray from it for more than a second, Maxim again glanced about for his weapon. A flicker pulled his attention to his cane lying in the mud near the monster’s feet.

Lovely.

He spotted Bitsy poke out of the Yaga, staring open mouthed at the chimera. He only had time for a glance before the monster hissed, swaying, stalking about him, head jerking in sharp movements like a strutting chicken. A chicken ready and willing to feast on human flesh. Which, to be fair, would be all chickens if they were big enough. And this one was surely that.

Maxim licked his lips, legs widening as he crouched, waiting for the monster to move. “Bitsy!” he hissed as he slowly bent down, picking up one of the metal rails torn off the ruined Yaga. Better than nothing, he supposed. “My cane. When you get a chance, grab it!”

Bitsy nodded, not daring to speak and draw the horror’s attention.

With another warbling cry the chimera suddenly lunged for him, leaping and beak striking. Maxim jumped back, lashing out. His rail struck the monster on the face and it reared back with a shriek.

“Buckaw!”

From the corner of his eye Maxim saw Bitsy scramble out of the Yaga and dive for his cane. She snatched it up and swung it about, aiming for the chimera. A grin of mad glee was on her face as she hit the trigger.

Click.

He saw her look down at the cane in confusion, but then the monster was coming for him again, strutting forward, wings flapping as it bucked and weaved.

“Bitsy!” Maxim shouted as he retreated from the lashing beak, the chimera pursuing, cawing as its head swung about and struck out, quick as lightning. Maxim again warded it away with a swing of the rod. “Shoot it!”

“I’m trying! It’s not working!”

“The safety! Turn off the safety!” Maxim shouted, ducking another sudden strike of the beak.

“Why does it have a safety?”

“Just switch it off!”

“Where is it?”

“The button on the side!”

“Which one!” she cried with a twinge of angry panic.

“BUCK BUCK BUCKAW!” the chimera shrieked, lunging at Maxim,

He scrambled back, but the monster had tired of playing chicken. It hurled its considerable bulk forward and bulled into him. A wing slammed into him again with a smack of greasy feathers, throwing him into the mud once more. He rolled aside as talons slammed down where he’d been a second before. Again. Again! Until at last a foot found him, pinning him to the ground. Maxim gagged as the monster’s weight pressed down on his chest, the chimera looming above him, beak angled like a grin of malicious triumph, rows of teeth shining.

“Got it!”

A sudden blast of lightning seared the night, whipping about wildly as Bitsy yelped in surprise from the recoil. The bolt hammered against the chimera’s side and the monster shrieked, the scent of burning feathers and roasting poultry filling the air. Steam hissed from the creature’s side as it toppled, staggering, swaying and flapping one of its now thoroughly charred and roasted wings.

Maxim scrambled back to his feet and darted towards Bitsy, who was staring at the cane in her hands with awe and excitement, her hair standing on end and hair pins buzzing from the ambient static.

“Oh baby,” she giggled. “Sparky, that was goooood.”

“Glad you liked it,” he said, taking the cane from her. He quickly adjusted the output’s dial to max, then levelled it once more on the monster “Hey!”

“Buck?” the chimera clucked, turning his way.

He fired, this new blast of lightning ripping through the night and crashing into the chimera dead centre. The avian horror jerked and spasmed, feathers exploding off it as it was cooked in an instant.

“B’KAAAAAW!”

The lightning died with a soft buzz, the cane powering down. But its work was done. Steam swirled around the chimera’s bulk as the monster swayed on its trembling legs, then toppled forward with a bang that shook the earth, its bulk charred to a crisp.

“Oh wow,” Bitsy breathed and looked back to his cane. “Sparky, you have got to get me one of those!”

“I’ll work on something,” he assured her.

Bitsy squealed and hugged him tight. “Best! Boss! Ever!”

Maxim smiled, but the expression slipped from his face as he surveyed the remains of their battle. The ruins of the Yaga, gears still creaking as they struggled to run. The cooked monster and the torn-up part of the road. He looked further and towards the mountains, where a crash of lightning revealed the ragged outline of Grimmwald rearing against the sky.

“So um,” Bitsy said, joining him in appraising the situation. “What now?”

“Now?” Maxim sighed. “Now we get walking. We’ve got a ways to go if we want to get back home tonight.”

Bitsy looked up at the winding road and groaned. “Awwwww…”

Maxim patted her shoulder, and together they began to trudge their way up towards the castle.


Home Again

The doors to Grimmwald gave a great groan as Maxim heaved them open. He sagged as he stepped inside, soaked to the bone, dripping water on the carpet as he trudged into the glow of the bulbs strung all about the sombre foyer.

“Welcome home, master.”

Maxim didn’t even have the energy to jump. He merely turned tiredly towards Moira, who stood beside the doors, her hands folded demurely before her.

Her strange dark eyes looked him up and down. “May I assume the party went poorly?”

“You may,” Maxim said wearily.

“I understand. Then, you will be pleased to know I have prepared the baths for you, master.”

“You did?”

“Of course, master. It’s far from uncommon for members of the family to return needing to relax after an evening of festivities. Why, your great great aunt Lydia would often arrive home from tea parties utterly soaked in the blood of the attendees.”

“Then why did they keep inviting her?” he asked.

“They didn’t, master. I believe that was the crux of the disagreements. Your aunt had some issues with making friends. But she found ways to assuage her loneliness. If you like, I could show you her collection of dolls.”

“They’re made out of human skin, aren’t they?”

“Oh no, master.”

“Really? Well-”

“The porcelain was, however, made from human bone.”

Maxim closed his eyes and shook his head. It was almost a comfort to have such family lore dropped on him by the unflappable Moira. It truly was a reminder that he was home. “Well, it wasn’t quite that bad of a party,” he told her.

“Ughhhhhh!” Bitsy groaned, staggering in after him and kicking off her shoes. “Ffffffucking heeeeels! Never again, Sparky. Never again! I’m going to wear boots everywhere from now on! But not before I write a letter of complaint, tie it to a pigeon, feed it nitro-glycerine, and shoot it at Chrome’s stupid airship!”

“Though opinions may be mixed,” Maxim amended. With a sigh, he straightened, cracking his back. “I think we’ll take that bath after all, Moira.”

Bitsy brightened immediately. “A bath? Oh, thank God!”

The grim maid bowed. “Very good, master. Right this way.”

With tremendous relief he followed her, Bitsy apparently finding a second wind as she hurried after.

Maxim half expected for the baths of Grimmwald to be some nightmarish portal into a world of blood-stained tubs and torture devices, where virgins were once drained as part of an ultimately futile and quite unscientific skin care routine. Instead, he found himself brought to a steamy chamber of marble. Pillars lined the room, and many of the walls had been carved to resemble Dionysian nymphs prancing about. But in the classical way, so they were also tearing people apart in an orgy of violence and sex.

“Love the decor,” Bitsy said, admiring the walls.

“I wouldn’t care if the pillars were made of skulls at this point,” Maxim said as he shrugged his jacket off and into Moira’s waiting hands.

“Never, master,” Moira said seriously. “Skulls have very little structural integrity. Though they do look lovely in the Sepulchre.”

“I bet they do,” Maxim said, glancing back. “Is there a separate place to change, or…”

“I’m afraid not, master. And I would like to gather your clothes for cleaning regardless,” Moira added.

“Yeah. What she said,” Bitsy agreed, grinning as she openly ogled him.

Maxim shrugged. He was too tired to care at that point, and the warm waters were beckoning him to stop wasting time. Tossing off the remainder of his clothes, ignoring Bitsy’s wolf whistle of approval, he left the pair and happily entered the men’s section. Stepping over the rim and into the steaming pool, he waded into the warm waters with a soft moan.

Oh.

Oh, that was nice.

With a sigh of unrestrained pleasure he sank into the hot waters, draping his arms over the back, head tilted against the rim as he enjoyed the moment.

Only for his eyes to snap open a moment later at a soft splash across from him.

He lifted his head as Bitsy emerged from the clouds of steam, lazily swimming towards him.

“I think there are women’s baths over there,” Maxim said, nodding aside.

“I saw,” Bitsy said, her naked body flowing through the water with lazy sweeps of her arms. She came up before him like a nymph and rested her crossed arms on his lap, her violet hair fanning out about her as she smirked playfully up at him. “But I didn’t travel across Europa, go to an absolutely terrible party, trudge through miles of highway and kill a giant chicken monster to let my master bathe by himself.”

“I’m not your master,” he reminded her.

“My tattoo says otherwise.”

“You got a tattoo?”

“Wanna see?” she asked, planted her hands on his legs and pushed herself out of the water.

Maxim had seen many beautiful women in his life, but he knew he’d always have a certain appreciation for the body of Bitsy Malevola. She was hardly as busty as say Katarina, her chest bearing a pair of modest curves, but her wider hips and plump bottom more than made up for it, in his opinion. His eyes roamed in shameless appreciation of her figure, memories washing over him. Of times he’d known that body. Stroked it. Massaged and kissed it. Of feeling it tremble with ecstasy beneath him as he drove into her again and again to the point the neighbours had complained about the noise.

But the dark ink curving above her hairless pussy saying ‘Property of Sir Sparky’ was a very recent addition.

He groaned in exasperation. “When did you get that?”

Bitsy giggled, her hands stroking the letters fondly. “It was going to be a surprise after we presented our work. Before, you know, the incident. Besides, don’t pretend like you don’t love it.”

“Bitsy, really…”

“Ah ah!” she declared, touching a finger to his lips. “I know you too well to know you don’t like it, Sparky,” she cooed, sliding her hands onto his shoulders, her shining green eyes staring down at him with adoration. “I know you better than anybody, in fact. I know you snore when you sleep but only when you’re on your left side. I know you get hiccups after you electrocute yourself. I know you hate brussel sprouts but love roasted potatoes and gravy. I know you keep that secret painting of the Duke of Wellington in your locket in a totally heterosexual way.”

“Well,” Maxim blustered, flushing, “I mean, who would have anything but great admiration for-”

“Shh,” Bitsy cooed, touching a finger to his lips. “Let me finish. I know all your likes and dislikes. I know your favourite way to snuggle. I know you read Byron even though you think he’s a hedonistic moron, and you still memorized some of his poems because your sisters are fans. I know how hard you work and test your machines and experiments to make sure they don’t suddenly explode. Even if that would be more fun. I know you hate nicknames, but you let me call you Sparky because you know I love it. And I know especially that you always try and treat me right. That no matter what I do, you believe in me. That you love me just as I am, and that you always try and make me happy.”

“Bitsy…”

“And I know, Sparky,” she cooed, leaning down, “that I love you so much it hurts. That being apart from you is absolute torture. That even if you blasted off for the moon to see what kind of cheese it’s made of, I’d be on the next rocket after you. That you always take on too many burdens yourself. And I also know that you… are a fantastic… kisser…”

Maxim tilted his head as Bitsy’s lips met his. Soft. Adoring and loving. And he may have been a man of science, but he was a man first, and the feel of the passion in those lips made him forget all about the trials of the night, and the ones that were sure to come tomorrow.

The kiss lasted a long time, but in Maxim’s opinion, an eternity wouldn’t have been long enough. Finally, Bitsy broke it, her cheeks warm and a smile twitching on her lips.

“I’m still not… convinced the tattoo was necessary,” Maxim said.

“But?” she asked teasingly.

Maxim rolled his eyes. “But I suppose I’ll allow it.”

Bitsy giggled, stroking his cheek fondly as she straightened. “What a kind master I have. But you shouldn’t agree before you get a really good look at it.”

“Is that so?” he mused. “Right now?”

“When better?”, Bitsy cooed, her hips swaying.

Maxim chuckled. “If you insist,” he said, reaching up, grasping the softness of her glorious ass and pulling her forward.

Bitsy laughed as she splashed up to him, then moaned as she felt his tongue on her lower lips. His hands ran over the flawless curves of her rump, tracing familiar patterns that soon made his sadistic lab assistant gasp in delight, his fingers gliding along the sensitive crease of her rear, making her groan and hips jolt with pleasure. He could soon taste her arousal, feeling it tingle on his tongue as he delved into her, stroking the bead of her clit until she was whimpering, her legs trembling.

“Ohhhhh Sparky,” Bitsy gasped, her muscles tightening as he did his work, her hands clutching his shoulders for stability. “Oh that’s… that’s good. That’s so g-good. Nnnn. You know… ah… you really know how to… oh fuck. Oh Sparky. Sparky! I… I’m getting… I’m gonna… Oh. Oh! Ohhhhhhh masterrrrrrr!”

Her cry of pleasure heralded her orgasm, her hips pushing forward, fairly grinding herself on his face. Maxim groaned, his nose rubbing her tattoo, aftershocks of pleasure rippling through her like seismic waves, his fingers on her ass keeping her against his face as he milked her orgasm.

Bitsy groaned as he finally took his hands away. She stumbled back a step and fairly collapsed onto her ass, the resulting splash sending up another cloud of steam as she looked up at him admiringly. Maxim chuckled, arms propped up along the lip of the pool as he looked down at her.

“Enjoyed that?” he asked.

“Fuck, Sparky,” Bitsy giggled. “I neeeeded that.”

“Glad I could help.”

“I know. But I see you need some too,” she said with a glance down at his very unsubtle erection.

“I wouldn’t say no,” he observed.

“Damn right you wouldn’t,” she cooed, turning about in the pool and planting her hands on the far side of the bath. She looked over her shoulder, smirking as she lifted the peachy roundness of her ass out of the waters, giving it a teasing wag. “And I’ve got just what you need to satisfy it.”

By Galileo’s knickers that was a sight he’d dearly missed. Fatigue forgotten, Maxim rose, water pouring off him as he approached her, his cock jutting out like a dowsing rod, and he’d just found an underground sea. He grabbed her hips, Bitsy cooing as his hands stroked her rump admiringly, then delivered a sharp spank.

“Oooh!” Bitsy cried, rocking forward, body tightening with delight. “Sparky!”

“Is that who I am?” Maxim asked.

Bitsy licked her lips, her eyes lidding as she looked adoringly at him over her shoulder. “Master,” she breathed.

There it was.

Maxim moved forward, pressing his tip against her fluttering pussy. A soft moan escaped Bitsy, keening with pleasure as he filled her, her tight inner walls clenching around his shaft.

“Hells, you were ready for this,” he grunted.

“I waaaas,” Bitsy moaned, arching, her head thrown back as he claimed her. “Ohhhh Master, I neeeeed it!”

“Then… take… it!” he grunted, beginning to pump in and out of her. Sharp, brutal motions that spanked his hips off her plush bottom. Bitsy cried out in delight, her arms trembling as she braced herself against the rim of the steaming bath, waves of water splashing around them from their exertions as Maxim fucked his assistant in the steamy waters. Claiming her with ever greater urgency.

Damn but he truly had missed this. Bitsy always brought out the worst in him. But he didn’t care at the moment. He relished it, and by the sounds escaping her over the smack of flesh on flesh, he knew she did too.

“Fuck!” he gasped, growling. “Little… minx! Did you want this?” he demanded, delivering a stringing swat to her plump bottom. “Is this… what you… wanted?”

“Yessss!” Bitsy wailed, meeting his thrusts with rolls of her hips. Cries of delight escaping the small woman. “Oh fuck! Master! Yes! Spank me! Spank your nnnnnaughty girl! I’m bad. I’ve been so baaaaad! Oh master! Master! Yes. Yes! Oh. Oh! Oh master yesssssss!”

Maxim could feel the urgency as she rode him towards orgasm, the crack of his palm against her soft bottom echoing in the steamy room. He growled, shortening his thrusts, pounding her. Rutting her. Fucking her fast and hard the way he knew she loved.

The sudden change in pace seemed to surprise her. Bitsy cried out in delight as she came, her inner walls suddenly clamping down, milking him, tightening with shameless ecstasy as she moaned in heavenly bliss.

“Ohhhhh!” Bitsy cried.

“Fuck!” Maxim grunted as the sudden tightness of her orgasm pushed him over the brink. He filled her with a final, hungry thrust, gripping her ass so tight he knew he’d leave bruises. And the thought he’d marked her with his bare hands excited him. Made the sudden bliss of orgasmic release all the better.

He rode out his orgasm, slowing lazily before unsheathing from the whimpering woman. He eased back, slumping against the rim of the bath again as he basked in the pleasure of his release.

With a pleased sigh, Bitsy slid that delectable rump into his lap, one of her arms going around his neck as she snuggled up against him. “I missed this, Sparky,” she breathed. “I really did.”

“Me too,” he confessed, arm looping around her. “Really. I’m glad you found me, Bitsy.”

She glowed with pleasure, leaned up and kissed him again. “Mmm. Ready for round three?” she asked playfully.

“Two for me. Three for you,” he noted.

“You’re so right, Master! How terrible of your assistant to get satisfaction before you. Mmm. You’d better take me to your room, so you can show me how sorry I am.”

“Really?” he asked in mock exasperation. “After all the partying, walking, and fighting, you want to spend the rest of the night in carnal pleasure?”

“I’ll always have energy for that,” she giggled, leaned up, her voice dropping to a teasing whisper. “Especially since I stuffed my suitcase with some of my favourite… toys…”

His eyebrow flicked up with interest. “You mean…”

“Oh yeah,” she giggled, rubbing her ass against his lap. “I brought the prod.”

Maxim bit his lip, a shiver of anticipation rushing through him despite the warm waters. “You’re going to corrupt me one of these days,” he growled.

“Of course,” she murmured, lips stealing closer. “As any naughty assistant… should…”

Maxim kissed her again, his tongue pushing into her mouth and playing with hers.

And before the night was through, he knew she would prove to him again and again what an excellent assistant she truly was…


The Guest

Maxim woke tiredly the next day, but very satisfied. As he rose from bed and the tangled limbs of Bitsy, he heard her murmur in her sleep and he glanced back, a smile hovering on his lips at the sight of the gorgeous woman lying among the dishevelled sheets.

There truly was no sex like crazy sex.

As if his attention stirred her, Bitsy’s vibrant green eyes slid open. She smiled lazily. “Mmm. Morning,” she sighed, running a hand through her violet hair as she sat up.

“Good morning,” he said. “Rest well?”

“Very well,” Bitsy giggled, then rubbed her rump. “But damn, Sparky. You were like a beast last night! We should barely survive being killed by giant chimera birds more often.”

“I’m not exactly looking to make it a habit. Though, given the alternative…”

A knock sounded at the door. He glanced at it reluctantly, but grabbed his pants and pulled them on before he opened the door a crack. “Yes?”

Moira’s slim figure stood outside, her expression mild and unreadable as always. “Master,” she said with a curtsy. “I have come to inform you that you have a guest.”

“A guest?”

“Yes, master. A buxom maiden has arrived from Burdenga and wishes to speak to you.”

Maxim slapped a hand over his face and groaned. Dear God, did the townspeople seriously send a comely maiden up to his castle to try and appease him like some local dragon? Damn it. “Wonderful,” he sighed.

“You seem displeased, master,” Moira observed. “Shall I send her away and demand a more lovely maiden be sent up instead?”

Maxim rubbed the bridge of his nose. This was a lot to take in on a morning after fleeing for his life, killing a monster, trudging up to the castle and enjoying some absolutely incredible sex. “No, no. Show her… show her to the study. I’ll try and… explain some things to her.”

“Which study, master?”

“What? Oh. Um, the one near the foyer. And… make sure she doesn’t wander about the castle.”

“Of course, master,” Moira said, curtsying again as she slipped back, stepping down the hall and out of sight.

Despite knowing there was no point in it, Maxim couldn’t quite help poking his head out and looking in the direction she’d gone. And much to his lack of surprise, he found the hallway empty.

He shook his head and shut the door. One of these days, he was going to find out how she did that.

“What’s going on?” Bitsy asked, rolling over and stretching herself out invitingly.

Maxim ran an admiring eye over the display but turned away. “I have a guest,” he replied as he opened his closet and began to fetch out some clothes. “Seems the town has sent up a sacrificial maiden to appease my insatiable libido.”

“Ha!” Bitsy cackled, pushing out her slim chest. “As if you need anyone but me for that. Oooh, but it might be fun to train her up. I bet this castle has some amazing toys! I could even invite Moira to help.”

He glanced at Bitsy with surprise. “You’d invite her?”

“Sure,” Bitsy said, rising to her knees. “Why not? I mean, sure, she’s creepy as hell, but who isn’t in this place? Besides, I bet she’s kinky as anything! That girl’s a whole new flavour of weird.”

He couldn’t deny that. Even by his rather liberal standards of the strange, Moira was not only in a class of her own, but probably warranted her own field of study. Still, she did her job well, and given the competence of the average minion, he considered himself lucky to have her. And as Bitsy had pointed out, being ‘creepy’ was par for the course in a madman’s henchman.

“True,” he said as he sorted through clothes. “Though, if she does try anything… unsettling, let me know.”

“Will do! But what are you going to do about your sacrifice?”

Maxim tugged on a coat, straightening it with a twitch of his hands. “I’m going to try and explain to her that I’m not in the business of accepting random maidens offered for my mating.”

“Really? Because there were some stories floating around the university…”

“No doubt,” he remarked as he finished buttoning up. “But they were incorrect.”

Bitsy shrugged, reluctantly rolling out of bed and getting dressed as well. Soon enough the pair of them were walking down the corridors, heading straight to the study. He reached the door and eased it open, taking in the room at a glance.

He was somewhat surprised to find Delia seated primly on a divan, her cloak lined with blood red and outwardly black. A number of lamps were about the edges of the room, and their glow flashed off her monocle as she turned to the creak of the door.

Tea had apparently been served, and Moira hovered near the corner with a mild expression. At the other end, as far from the maid as was inhumanely possible, Katarina leaned against the wall, her ears out and fur bristling.

All three looked his way as Maxim entered, Moira faintly bowing. “Greetings, master,” she said.

“Moira,” he said, giving her a nod before turning his attention to the newcomer. “Delia. What a surprise.”

“Lord Volt,” she said, rising and curtsying politely, her dark cloak fanning about her like midnight wings.

“So,” Maxim asked as he took a seat, accepting a cup of tea from Moira. “I… think there may have been a miscommunication somewhere.”

“How so?” she asked, straightening and giving him a penetrating look through her monocle.

Maxim cleared his throat. “Well,” he said carefully. “While I do appreciate Burdenga sending such an… attractive young woman as a… er, as a sacrifice, it’s really not necessary. I have no intention of destroying part of the town. I’m not going to burn down any villages. And I’m not some, well, sex riddled maniac.”

“Except with me,” Bitsy added smugly.

“So I hear,” Katarina said with an admiring glance and flick of her canine ears.

Maxim flushed slightly, wondering just how much she had heard. The heat of her gaze suggested a fair bit, and that she would want her due soon. “Anyway,” Maxim said quickly to Delia. “As you can see, I have no interest in exercising my droit de seigneur.”

“I see,” Delia replied.

Maxim nodded. “Wonderful. Which means you really don’t need to be here.”

“But I do, my lord,” she said, proudly adjusting her monocle. “For I am a Rathbone.” She reached into her jacket, and Maxim instinctively tensed, only for her to produce a sheaf of paper and pass it to him.

Maxim took it, looking it over speculatively.

“My name is Delia Rathbone,” she said. “And I would be delighted to call you master, sir.”

Maxim read the paper. “Is this… a resume?” he asked incredulously.

“Of course,” Delia said.

He glanced up at her. “You mean you want a job?”

“Oh yes,” she said, nodding, and Maxim was a little alarmed at the light that suddenly gleamed in her eye. “I have come to apply for the role of seneschal.”

“Sorry,” Maxim said. “You want to be my seneschal?”

“Indeed, my lord,” Delia said. “As my father was. As my grandfather was. As my great grandfather was.”

“They were?” he said blankly.

“Yes. You see, I was born to serve you, master,” she said with a hint of pride. “My father, Riker Rathbone, was once the chief minion to your great uncle. He was seneschal of Grimmwald, overseeing all matters of the castle and the valley. Administration, tariffs, feeding the boil beasts, and more. Your uncle ruled, my lord, but my family ran this land, and he trained me in all the fine arts of henching. Among others.”

“I… see,” Maxim said somewhat dully, still working to wrap his head around all this. “But ah, what about your shop in town?”

“That will not be a concern, master.”

“It won’t?”

“No. It burned down.”

“You burned down your own shop?!”

“No,” she said. “That was done by Hemler’s Butcher Boys. On Chrome’s orders.”

Maxim sucked in a breath. “Oh,” he said.

“It’s not important,” Delia said with a dismissive gesture. “It was nothing anyway. Mere camouflage. And,” she added, her hand suddenly clenching into a fist, that mad gleam flashing in her eye, “only another reason for me to bring about the death of Tiberius Chrome! And you, my lord, will be the one to do it.”

“I will?”

“Oh yes,” she said, a vicious smile on her face. “Because you defied him, my lord. You rejected his offer and refused to leave the castle.”

“How the devil did you know about that?”

Her smile grew sly. “Little goes on in this valley without my knowing about it, my lord,” she said, proudly tweaking her monocle. “My spy network is extensive. Not only in the valley, but beyond. Ever since the Grimmbell sounded announcing your uncle’s death I’ve been preparing for your coming. For years I’ve been plotting ways to drag Chrome down. Destroy him. Kill him! Learning everything I can about him and his capabilities. And so I know that Chrome will be coming for you. As he already tried, and will again. But you will stop him, my lord. And with my help we will crush him!”

Maxim stared at her, shocked yet intrigued and potentially a bit aroused by her evident passion for revenge and murder. Nonetheless, one thing did bother him. “But why wait until now to join me?” he asked. “We met several days ago, and you knew then I was master of the castle.”

Delia crossed her arms, eying him evenly. “...During the last eight years of his life, my lord, your uncle offered no resistance as Chrome moved in and set up shop. He did not communicate with the town. He did not make his wishes or presence known. Only when the Grimmbell rang did we even know he was dead. Yet even when he was alive he didn’t do anything to help us with Chrome. We were abandoned by him.”

Delia took a slow, deep breath. Let it out. “My father… believed in your family, my lord. When Chrome arrived and began taking control of the town, my father was the only one who really resisted. He was the seneschal. This was his master’s lands, and he made a point of showing Chrome he was not welcome.

“And then, one day,” she continued, her eyes flashing and jaw tightening, “Chrome invited the town to the railyard. A… demonstration of the newest train engine. And tied between two of them was my father.”

Maxim winced. “That’s…”

“Chrome was so proud of his little toys of industry,” Delia continued with a strained look. “So… delighted. He went on and on about their horsepower and how quickly they could get to full speed. And then, he demonstrated it.” Delia paused, her lips tight “They tore my father apart in seconds.”

She was silent for a moment, only the crackle of the flames in the fireplace breaking the silence. “It was a warning,” Delia finally continued. “And it worked. No one else had the courage to oppose him. This town was used to monsters, my lord, but nothing like Chrome. They didn’t know how to fight him. They knew what to do when someone came marching into the valley at the head of a horde of cogs or zombies. But Chrome slithered in here with the railways. With…” Her lips writhed. “With progress. With industry and factories and money. By the time most realized what was happening, half the town was working for him, and the rest didn’t dare resist.”

“Didn’t you?” Bitsy asked.

Delia gave the shorter woman a sharp glance. “I’ve done what I can,” she growled. “I even nearly killed him several times.” She smiled viciously, her monocle flashing. “Two years ago I blew up his entire train car.” Her smile vanished. “But he survived. Well,” she added, knocking her knuckles against her chin. “Mostly. Unfortunately, enough did that his sparks put him back together. And if anything, it just made him harder to kill. I’ve tried several times since, but without success. He’s more cog than man now. The townsfolk are little help either. Most are content to keep their heads down after… after my father. Especially when Hemler came in with his men. But my family ran the town before Chrome,” she added passionately. “And I will take my home back from him.”

“And, Clausewitz?” Maxim asked.

“A good man,” she said. “One of my network of spies I use to keep an eye on the city. But he’s a screen. The seneschals of Grimmwald truly ran the valley. But that was very dangerous after what happened to my father. When he died, I was still a girl. Too young to fight back, and Chrome was looking for me. I had to hide. Bide my time. And by the time I returned…”

She trailed off, looking to the floor, and Maxim waited patiently, not sure what he could say.

“My father… gave your family his life,” Delia said at last, raising her bitter eyes to him. “He fought for them to the end. He was already thoroughly bloodied when they tied him between those engines, but he was still defiant. Chrome would have crowed about it if my father denounced the old master. And your uncle never said a word. He didn’t even insist the body get taken down for a proper funeral.” She looked about the study coldly. “I banged on the gate to this castle for two days until his butler shooed me away. In the end, I had to steal my father’s corpse in the middle of the night to give him a proper burial.”

“I’m… sorry,” was all Maxim could think to say. That it hadn’t been him, personally, who had abandoned her meant little at the moment. His family had. And that was a wound that would have cut deep indeed. He understood, then, why she had taken so long to seek him out and make her intentions known.

“If it was just Hemler, I could deal with that,” Delia said. “But Chrome isn’t someone you can fight easily. He’s strong and his tentacles are many. I could kill Hemler, but Chrome would just replace him. No. We have to end Chrome to make a difference. But the odd bombing of a factory won’t hurt him. I needed someone who can fight him on the same level. Someone the people will support and back.” She smirked. “And here you are. You defied him to his face and survived. He won’t be forgetting that. And neither will I.”

“And that’s why you want to work for me?” he asked.

“You earned my help here,” she said. “But we’ll see. You haven’t proven you have what it takes to rule this valley. Not yet.”

A sudden chill radiated from behind Maxim. Delia froze and looked over his shoulder. He turned quickly, seeing Moira there, the maid glowering at the other woman, shadows deep around her. All but her eyes, which glowed with a terrible green light.

“You dare demand anything of the master?” Moira said, and Maxim shivered at the terrible fury in her voice. How it reverberated in the air. “In his home? In his seat of power!”

Delia leaned back a little as Moira levelled a finger her way, the bulbs around the room flickering. “You should fall to your knees and beg to serve him!” the maid hissed. “You should tremble in fear of his name! And you dare demand anything of him here? Here, in Grimmwald!”

“It’s fine,” Maxim said quickly. “Moira, it’s fine. Really!”

Her lips narrowed. She gave him a stiff bow, the shadows around her thinning. “As you say, master.”

The flickering of the bulbs faded. Maxim heard Bitsy give a low whistle and he saw Katarina had climbed halfway up a bookcase, and only now began to slowly come back down.

Maxim exhaled, daring to relax a bit as he turned back to Delia, who looked pale but unruffled. “Yes,” he said. “Well, as you can see, I’m quite anxious to regain the respect and authority that my house once possessed here. My life very much depends on it. But first, Moira?”

“Yes, master?”

“Is she really the old seneschal’s daughter?”

“She is, sir,” Moira said coldly.

“How do you know?”

Moira’s eyes slid over to Delia, who simply straightened, staring back at the grim maid.

“Her bone structure matches.”

Well, that was creepy. But at this point, Maxim would have been more surprised at a sane response from his maid. “I see,” he said instead, returning his attention to Delia. “Well, welcome to the castle, Delia. Glad to have you aboard.”

“My greatest thanks, my lord,” she said with a short bow. “I am pleased to be of service. And the first thing that I would do is recommend a plan of action following last night. For you will not have long.”

Maxim nodded. “I agree,” he said ruefully. “Chrome is probably going to send something else after me before long.”

“Exactly, master,” Delia said. “Therefore, you will need the valley under your complete control. The stronger you are, the better you will be able to resist him. And for that, you will need allies.”

“Doesn’t sound like they’ll be easy to find in these parts,” he noted.

“On the contrary, my lord,” Delia said, reaching into her cloak and pulling out a map. “You’ve already made an excellent start.”

He leaned over as she spread the map out across the table. Bitsy drew in closer and Katarina did as well, though remaining as far from Moira as she could.

Delia reached into her pocket and pulled out what looked like a pointer. She flicked her wrist, the rod snapping to its full length.

“There are three things in the valley you’ll need to assert dominion over to defy Chrome,” she said, tapping the map. “The town. The forest. And the vampires.”

Maxim squinted. “The forest?”

“Indeed, my lord,” she said, lowering the pointer to her side with a swish like a cavalryman’s sabre. “The forest. To become the true lord of Grimmwald, you will need to regain the territory lost since the passing of your great uncle.”

“But I thought I already owned it,” Maxim asked.

Delia gave him a pitying look. “My lord,” she chided gently, wagging her pointer at him. “That is the talk of a civilized man. But here in the old country, we are quite the opposite.”

“Uncivilized?”

“Not at all. But almost everywhere to the east of the Rhine is in general anarchy. There is no authority beyond that of the Hundred Houses, and they are unlikely to recognize you as it is. And even if they did, weakness would rob you of that almost at once. They have no place among their order for those too feeble to defend the lands they claim to rule over. In fact, they encourage competition between sparks. It keeps them strong and sharp!”

“Right,” Maxim said, thoughtfully tapping the tips of his fingers together. “But I’m not trying to become a tyrant. I’d really rather be a more… humane ruler.”

“You can do that as well, master,” Moira put in. “Though cannibalism is frowned upon, it is tolerated so long as you only eat those the people dislike.”

“I’m not a cannibal!”

“Oh,” she said. “My apologies, master. I thought you meant humane in an ironic fashion.”

“I’d be a pretty poor ruler if I ate my subjects,” Maxim replied.

“Not at all, master,” Moira corrected. “There have been a great many very successful cannibal lords in the region over the centuries. Why, your ancestor Lord Abscess the Gourmet ruled over a period of great peace and a very prosperous dinner table.”

“How wonderful for him,” Maxim said dryly.

“Either way,” Delia continued, “you will need to become a tyrant if you want to rule here.”

“And people will accept a tyrant?” Maxim asked sceptically.

“Oh yes,” Delia said. “People will gladly welcome a tyrant if the alternative is anarchy. And rest assured, my lord, without a proper master in Grimmwald, your territory will fall prey to all manner of invaders. The valley is a rich, fertile land, and offers one of the few passes for trade coming in from the east. It’s coveted by not only your neighbours, but rogue sparks or warlords.”

Maxim nodded along, recalling Mozario. “And Chrome is one of those?”

“No,” Delia said darkly. “He is something else entirely. Something much more dangerous.”

“An industrialist?”

“Yes,” she spat, grimacing in distaste. “He is a man of industry. A man of engine, with a brain of cogwheels and calculations. A machine man with a machine mind that only ever sees profit, margins, and obstacles. Which is why the Hundred Houses have tolerated his work in their territories. He brings new industry, transportation, and trade into their domains, and therefore money into their pockets, without challenging their rule or trying to become their new king. And because he’s not a spark and leads no armies, most dismiss him. But that only makes him more dangerous. Because he does have an army.”

“Hey, hold on,” Bitsy interrupted. “I thought you said he didn’t have one?”

“It’s scattered,” Delia admitted. “But he maintains a private security force spread across his company’s vital infrastructure, which is why he works as underhanded as he does. But if he’s willing to call it out, the Golden Company is big enough to rival the legions of any lone spark or tyrant in Europa.”

Maxim didn’t like the sound of that. “Will he call them on us?” he asked.

Katarina growled. “He can try,” the werewolf said, cracking her knuckles.

“Doubtful,” Delia assured him with a glance at the werewolf. “He doesn’t want the Hundred Houses to realize the scope of his troops and see him as a threat. And his company board would raise a row if he mobilized them out here because it would leave a lot of valuable facilities defenceless. The few times he has brought them to bear, it was against minor lords or houses, and then the fighting was always done within a few days. His railways allow him to mobilize them rapidly and disperse them just as fast.

“For you see, my lord,” Delia said, flexing her pointing stick between her hands. “Chrome is a man of feints and numbers. A man of cogwheels and pistons. A man of gears and works.”

“Some of my best friends are like that,” Maxim noted.

She shook her head violently. “No. Those are true sparks. True geniuses! Men of vision. Of brilliance! Chrome is not that. He is barely a man. His mind may be meat, but it’s as machine as any cog. He doesn’t have the capacity or interest to make devices that defy physics and reality. To push against the veil of ignorance and wrest knowledge from God and nature. No! He is a man of trinkets. Of toys! Of mechanism and mass production. Craftsmanship gone to mere automation. An abomination! A… a… a sin!”

With a loud crack the pointer snapped. Delia jolted in surprise and looked down at it blankly, then glanced back up at Maxim. She cleared her throat, dropping the shorter piece and smoothing back her hair.

“My apologies. I became somewhat… overwrought.”

“It’s fine,” Maxim said. “Everyone has their opinions. Personally, I think mechanization is a good thing. Though Chrome’s seems… less than ideal.”

“As you like,” Delia said, shrugging. “I’m willing to entertain it. But not with Chrome at the helm.”

“No, no, she’s right,” Bitsy said eagerly. “So impersonal. So careless! Suffering should be specific. Surgical. Chrome’s lacks that personal touch that really makes the victim feel like they’re being tormented for a reason.”

“Exactly,” Delia said.

Maxim sighed, burying his face in his hand. “Alright. Let’s go with that.”

“I’m sorry, my lord. Have I displeased you?” Delia asked.

“No, no. Just… getting used to the whole ‘tyrant’ thing. Anyway, please, continue.”

Delia inclined her head, adjusted her monocle. “As you wish. Now,” she continued, cracking the remainder of her pointer again against the map. “In order to establish your full control over the valley, you will need the allegiance of some of the major factions who make their home in your domain. Such as the Countess and her vampires.”

He looked back up. “Yes, you mentioned vampires?”

“I did,” Delia said, flicking the jagged tip of her pointer at what appeared to be an estate just east of Burdenga. “Countess Margarita maintains a presence here. She moved in fairly recently, approximately two hundred years ago, and brought her household and court with her. There has often been a vampiric presence in the valley, but she consolidated it. Her court is small, but with ties to the larger Crimson Court, which she has a seat on.”

“Might be hard getting her allegiance,” Maxim noted.

Delia glanced back up at him. “You’ve had experience with vampires before?”

“Some,” he admitted. There weren’t a tremendous amount of vampires in England. Most had come over when the French had their Revolution and vampires, being among the most privileged caste, hopped the pond lest their heads get chopped off. Thus, the vampires he’d met were mostly in the shadows and disliked the public limelight, and certainly didn’t lord over villages of citizens or dare to treat humans as livestock.

At least, not openly. He had heard of some interesting uses of collars, brands and leashes in certain midnight clubs run by vampires…

“Then you’ll know that they will only agree to back you if you can prove yourself to them,” Delia continued. “The Countess is courting Chrome, albeit reluctantly. Chrome makes no secret of his disdain for them. As such, you’ll have to offer them something better than what Chrome is, and convince them that you will be the one to come out on top in this fight. A hard sell, but you must.”

“Not asking much, are you?” Maxim asked. “But who else do I need?”

“The townsfolk.”

“Ah,” Maxim said. “Right. The people terrified of Chrome.”

Katarina snorted. “Townies,” she said contemptuously.

Delia glanced sharply at the werewolf, then back to him. “They are, my lord, but there’s more there,” she noted. “Because before, they did not see the master of the castle willing to defend them. But if they see that you are defying Chrome, then that will spark their courage. The people of the valley need leadership, and they have grown accustomed to following the master of Grimmwald.”

“I have an alternative suggestion,” Bitsy put in.

Maxim gave her a sidelong look. “I have a feeling I know what it is, but go on.”

She grinned. “Welllllll, I think unleashing a horde of monsters onto the town would also make them reassess who they’re backing. A few good chimeras, giant cogs, maybe a few potshots from a decent sized death ray. Just saying, it would do wonders to remind them who they really need to be terrified of.”

“I agree,” Moira said.

No surprise there, Maxim thought. “Well, yes. That could potentially work,” he noted. “However, their loyalty would mainly be based on fear.”

“So?” Bitsy said. “Some philosopher said it is better to be feared than loved. But hey! A good dose of brainwashing pollen and you can have both!”

Maxim nodded tiredly. “Right. But I was kind of aiming to not massacre hundreds or mind control the populace right out the gate.”

Delia raised an intrigued brow. “Really?” she asked.

“It was my hope.”

Delia’s lips pursed with thought, and Maxim watched curiously as she removed her monocle and began to idly polish it.

“…I must admit,” she finally said. “You are not quite what I expected.”

“Oh?”

She nodded. “The master of Grimmwald has been, somewhat typically, a bit… abrasive.”

“How abrasive?”

“Like using a cheese grater as toilet paper.”

Maxim winced, and noticed he wasn’t the only one. “Charming. But if the townsfolk think I’m some brutal maniac coming for their daughters, why would they back me over Chrome? Surely I could do worse than making them work overly long hours.”

“Simple, my lord,” Delia said, putting her monocle back on. “Because the master of Grimmwald is a known quantity. They know how to deal with a madman lurking in the castle. Familiarity is comfortable, even if it can be despotic. And besides, above all else, the people want to be masters of their own affairs.”

“Didn’t you say the old masters of Grimmwald typically boiled those who displeased them in vats of phosphorous weasels?”

“Of course not. For one, no one has ever been able to synthesize enough phosphorescent weasels to fill a vat, let alone several. But I understand the sentiment. And there’s another understanding which the master of Grimmwald and the townsfolk have worked with for centuries to great effect.”

“Which is?”

Delia held up a finger. “The Master is Too Busy.”

Maxim frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Simply that, my lord,” Delia said. “The master is too busy with his own work to bother with the simple matters of the town. He is too busy bending the laws of physics, breeding a better mousetrap, and trying to communicate with eldritch gods to have the time or attention to spare such annoying matters as tax codes, administration of roads, or harvest numbers. The master should be busy warring against his rivals, building great horrors, and occasionally razing neighbouring castles out of spite.”

“But not meddling?”

“No, master. That’s for the guild masters to do. The guilds naturally keep the town running in order.”

“And what if they abuse their positions?”

“Ah, that’s the beauty of it, my lord,” Delia said with satisfaction. “That’s when the citizens can petition the master. And should the master believe that the petitioner’s concerns are legitimate, then there would be terrible consequences for those who have failed him.”

“Weasels?”

“At the least. Make no mistake, though. The people enjoy having a tyrant. It is a good thing to have someone you can turn to in the direst of circumstances. To know you are protected. If their ruler is feared by the outside, then the outside won’t dare attack them. To be ruled by the fearsome can be a comfort when you know worse is out there, and do have bad intentions for you. The trick is, people like having a tyrant at a distance. They don’t like him interfering with their day to day lives. Meddling and micromanaging. Demanding they change their lives constantly. Uprooting all they know and enjoy.”

Bitsy cackled. “And I bet Chrome does that in spades!”

Delia nodded. “Exactly. He wants to make the town a piece of his company. Running on his clocks. Tracked by his timers. Every person and business ground under his shiny thumb and in his employ, no matter how many he has to crush and people he has to squeeze. He wants this town to serve his company, not have the company serve them.”

Maxim frowned down at the map before him. “So, all I need to do is sit in my castle, experiment, and occasionally smack down anyone who tries to invade the valley?”

“Exactly,” Delia replied. “Maybe occasionally lead a monster through town, or run naked through the streets shouting eureka. Just to keep up appearances.”

Maxim leaned back in his seat. That did sound like an ideal situation for him. He stroked his chin thoughtfully, nodding slowly.

“I think I could do that.”

Delia smiled. “Excellent, my lord. And of course, your seneschal would also represent you in the town. To ensure your wishes are being respected.”

“And that would be you?” Maxim asked.

She bowed again. “My family has done so for generations. And I would be honoured to serve you in this capacity.”

Maxim eyed her. She did seem competent, and had a good grasp of affairs about the valley. And she really didn’t like Chrome. She sounded perfect, at least for the moment. At last, he nodded. “I suppose we could give it a shot.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“But first,” he noted with another look at the map. “I need to deal with Chrome.”

“And for that,” Delia said, tapping her stick against the map and the swathe of greenery. “You will need the third and final key to ruling the valley. From the forest, you will need to have the obedience of the werewolves.”

“The werewolves?” he asked with a glance at a frowning Katarina.

“Yes,” Delia said. “Many previous masters of Grimmwald made allies of the werewolves in order to have an effective eye on any intrusion into the forests, as well as if any rogue monsters wandered in. The wolves are, naturally, very territorial, but respect the power of the master of the castle.”

“Is that right?” he asked their resident werewolf.

Katarina nodded. “Is true. Greyfurs greatly respect ruler of Grimmwald. Weaklings don’t last long in castle. Even when castle was enemy, we have respected their might.”

“And will it be hard to get their loyalty?”

She hesitated. “There are… things that make that hard.” She glanced about the room. “Maybe I share them… alone?”

Maxim raised a brow but glanced at Delia. “Can you give us a minute?”

“If it means coming closer to seeing Chrome’s shiny head on a spike?” she asked, rolling up the map. “Nothing simpler. Ladies?”

Bitsy grumbled but rose, walking out of the room with Delia, while Moira glided after the pair and closed the door behind them.

Once they were gone Maxim turned to the werewolf. She didn’t speak at once, instead rising and pacing about the room, her tail swishing with thought. Recognizing the indecision, Maxim rested back in his chair and took a sip of tea, waiting for Katarina to organize her thoughts.

The werewolf made her way over to one of the windows overlooking the valley. Her yellow eyes stared down at the forest, her brows knit. Maxim watched her hands slowly flex at her sides, nails extending to sharp points before slowly receding with a snicking sound.

“You must understand, Maxim,” she said, and there was a grim seriousness in her voice that made him sit up straighter, instantly at attention. “I not want to talk about this. Ever. It is not a thing spoken of outside Wyld folk. But you are different. You are mate. You saved me. And also, you are master of Grimmwald. And so, I will share with you.”

“I’m all ears,” Maxim said.

She nodded. Took a deep breath, making the leather creak around her full chest before she exhaled. “When I was attacked, it was not by chance. I know it.”

He raised a brow. “Well, no. I imagine they attacked you because you were a werewolf.”

Katarina made an impatient gesture. “Not what I mean. I…” She grimaced as if the very words were disgusting. “I think I was… betrayed by member of pack.”

Maxim’s other brow joined his first. “Ah,” he said. “I imagine that’s pretty bad.”

“Is everything!” Katarina snapped, banging a fist on the wall beside the window, the mortar cracking under the blow. She bared her fangs, a burst of distant lightning flashing off her eyes. “Werewolf is loyal to pack! Is more than law. Is who we are! If we not have that, then we may as well be townies. Or… or…” She seemed to struggle to find something worse to describe. “Or vampires! Or other lickers of boots. Be we are not. We are Wyld folk! We are loyal to each other above all else! Even idea that one could betray packmate, and to hunters of all things. Is… is sickening!”

Maxim eyed the dented stone. “I see. Do you know who did it?”

“Only one could have,” Katarina growled, her fist grinding into the crater. “Greyfurs had named me alpha of pack a few seasons ago. I had just led pack on ambush of Chrome’s men who were logging forest and intruding on territory. We were back in camp, when one of pack told me about another intruder. Endrin.” She spat the name like even the sound was something foul. “He had been one of folk considered for alpha, but he couldn’t beat me. Last time he challenge me in front of others, I tear part of his ear off.”

“Can’t imagine he took that well,” Maxim said.

Katarina shrugged. “He grumble. But he always grumbler. Anyway, he come to me days after raid and told me he scented intruders in woods. He asked me to go with him and see what it was.

“We crossed through valley in night,” she continued, her leathers creaking subtly as she flexed with the effort to keep her temper in check, her body swelling with hints of the Change. “Over our territory and near mountains. We just cross stream and I pulled ahead. I always faster, and thought of townies encroaching on territory…”

She gave a throaty growl, her tail fluffing up, but shook it off, her tone again dropping. “But once across water, I realize I alone. Endrin was gone.”

Another boom of thunder rolled through the room. A flicker of lightning flashed, throwing her sharply in relief, rain beginning to plink off the window pane.

Maxim saw her tense again. He rose, putting his cup aside and came up beside her. He rested his hand on her back and felt her flinch. Gently, he rubbed her, his hand stroking her head between her ears, and felt her slowly relax.

“Go on,” he said gently.

Katarina nodded, the anger seeming to fade from her, left with only grim certainty. “At first, I not know where he’d gone,” she muttered. “I was in open. Near the rocks of mountain’s foothills. And as I stood there, looking for him, I heard first gunshot. Bang bang. And felt silver hit me. Here,” she said, touching her side.

She glared out the window, brooding. “I howled for Endrin, but he not come. He would have heard me. He would have heard shots. But he was nowhere. It was trap. One he led me into. I tried to see where gunshot came from, but many more began firing. So many hunters. And with silver…”

Maxim nodded. “So you ran?”

She glanced back at him. “Do you think me coward?” she demanded.

“I’d say you were sensible given the situation. Even Wellington knew when to withdraw and seek favourable ground. And it seems you chose right. After all,” he noted. “You’ve survived to take your revenge.”

The snarl on her lip turned to a grin, the bristle of her fur flattening again. “Yes,” she said, pulling her fist from the hole she’d made. She turned to face him, her chin lifted with a confident smirk. “Yes. Exactly. I smart! And so here I am.” She stepped towards him and lifted her arm, flexing. “You see? I am healed. I am strong! And I am ready to fight again. Endrin won’t have waited long to say he alpha. All he need is greyfurs say so, and that will be done on full moon. But I will challenge him first to a Trial of Fang and Fur!”

“And in that you will…”

Her hands tightened to fists and she snapped her jaws. “I will tear out his entrails in front of whole pack and show them what happens to traitors!”

“I see,” Maxim said, moving back to his chair and picking up his tea cup. “Well, I’m certainly all for that. But what do you need me for? A ride? Medical attention afterwards?”

“I need second.”

The cup paused in front of his mouth. He glanced up. “A what?”

Katarina’s golden eyes stared at him with steely resolve. “Among pack, thing like this is very big. And all I have is word. Nothing more. He’ll try and wriggle out of it like worm he is. So I need other who can support what I say. Give weight. That hunters were after me. And that you found and healed me. I need you stand with me before them.”

“Right. Right,” Maxim said, putting aside his tea again. “One thing, though. I’m a human. I’m not so sure that I would have, you know, standing among werewolves.”

Katarina shook her head violently. “You not just townie,” she said. “You are master of Grimmwald! And greyfurs must respect you, even if they not want to. Because they respect castle and those it chooses. You may not be werewolf, but you next best thing! And have authority equal any packmate.”

“I do?”

The werewolf hesitated.

“Katarina?” he prompted.

“Well,” she said reluctantly. “It true. You do. But I… well… Trial of Fang and Fur isn’t often done. So if I lose, then would be as if I was one who lied. And if I did, then you lied for me. Which means…”

“They’d kill me?” Maxim asked.

“And eat you. And use skull as a goblet.”

“Ah. Well, glad to know no part goes to waste, anyway.”

Katarina grabbed the back of his chair, leaning towards him with a pleading look, her ears folded and tail drooping. “Then, will you help me?” she asked.

Maxim considered that carefully, and though he wasn’t exactly thrilled with the idea of going out into the darkest forest, meet with a pack of vicious werewolves who would gladly kill him, skin him, and use his flesh as toilet paper, he could hardly leave Katarina out to dry.

And, the more mercenary part of his mind mused, having Katarina running the local pack of werewolves would probably be better for him as well. This wasn’t England, where the packs were mostly folded into the army or accepted the authority of the Queen and Pax Dover. This was Grimmwald, and since he needed their help to battle Chrome, there was really no reason not to help her.

Well, aside from potential evisceration. But what was life without risking an organ or two? He put more on the line binge drinking back at university. Especially around the surgical students.

“I’d be happy to help,” he said.

Katarina exhaled heavily, the tension easing from her as she slumped atop the chair. “Thank you, Maxim” she said. “You not know how much this help me.”

“Glad to. But what, exactly, do you need me to do?”

“There will be a pack meeting in two days,” she said. “When moon is full, we will meet in Proving Grounds. Good place. Very sacred. Much atmosphere. There, before greyfurs, Endrin will want declare himself alpha. And instead, I accuse him. And when I do, I need you with me.”

“Two days, hm?” Maxim said thoughtfully. “I can do that. But,” he added, “will it really be enough evidence? It would be our word against his.”

“He might try and deny it,” she said with a cunning look. “But I have plan.”

“Which is?”

She smirked. “We will call him a coward, murderer, that his cock is tiny, and anything else we think of.”

Maxim frowned, but then he understood what those accusations would do in a group as tight knit as werewolves. Where testosterone ran rampant and honour and face were all that mattered. No aggressively macho wolf would be willing to tolerate such an insult from another male, let alone a female. If they called him out in front of the entire pack, verbally kicked him in the knackers, and asked what he’d do about it, Endrin could either take the whipping and probably be knocked down to the bottom of the social totem pole, or demand satisfaction.

Win win, as far as Maxim could see.

“Well well,” Maxim said, giving her an admiring look. “You truly are a cunning wolf.”

“Damn right I is,” Katarina growled, and shrugged off her leathers.

Maxim blinked. “Uh…”

“And I very grateful mate being so helpful,” she said as she pulled her undershirt off, her silver mane of hair tumbling down around her shoulders, her full, firm breasts bouncing into the open. “Very.”

“Oh, well, I don’t mind at all,” Maxim said, and it didn’t take a mad genius to know where this was going. Especially as she pressed against him, grinding against his bulge, which was now very aware of her figure.

“Good,” she breathed, planting her hands on his hips, her yellow eyes lidded and hungry. “Now, I show mate how grateful I am...”

“You don’t have to,” he told her.

Katarina eased back a little, giving him a pouty look. “You… don’t want to?” she asked.

“Well, I didn’t say that. But-“

He was cut off as the werewolf fairly tackled him against a bookcase, her lips meeting his, kissing him hard and deeply. Maxim grunted, the softness of her breasts pushing into his chest as she lazily ground against him, his hand instinctively moving about her, grasping the firmness of her ass and giving it a hungry squeeze.

Katarina moaned softly, breaking the kiss with a pant of passion. “Because I want,” she breathed hot and quick, her golden eyes flashing as she licked her lips as if tasting him. “I want mate almost more than I can bear.”

“Well, far be it for me to-“

Katarina kissed him again. Hungry. Hot. She pressed against him, practically mounting him as her hands moved over his face, over his body. He grunted as he felt the press of claws.

“You talk too much,” she growled.

“Noted,” he gasped.

Katarina smirked and their lips met once more. Slower now, but not less passionate, the werewolf moaning softly as she rubbed herself against him, his hands on her even as she tore his coat off. Quite literally, her fingernails having become claws, shredding the fabric and leaving him in nothing but his shirt and pants.

“I hear you kill monster too,” Katarina breathed, her hands on his shirt, pulling open buttons. “I hear you tell Chrome fuck off right to face! You truly are a worthy mate.”

“Am I?” Maxim said, his veins zinging with excitement and desire for the powerful woman against him. “Lovely. And you like that?”

“Very,” she growled as the two of them knocked against the bookcase again. “Passionately… And… and… damn buttons!” she snapped, losing patience and simply tearing his shirt open, buttons flying everywhere. Maxim had all of a second to feel a pang of annoyance before he felt her lips on his chest, her tongue tracing the contours of muscles and abs as she slid down his front, finally reaching his belt. This, at least, gave way with little fuss, falling around Maxim’s ankles and leaving him all but naked before the amorous werewolf.

Her eyes devoured his jutting cock, her tongue teasing over her lips. “Yes,” she groaned, her tail swishing eagerly. “Oh yessssss.”

Maxim grunted as her tongue danced over his shaft, stroking him lovingly, soft moans escaping her as she inhaled deeply, nuzzling his crotch with adoration. “You’re… ha… quite enthusiastic,” he observed.

“I am,” she breathed, her hot breath steaming over his shaft. Her tongue running up him adoringly. “Never had… mate before. Feels good. Feels right. Never had male I accept. Gotta… make up for lost time…”

“I’m certainly game,” Maxim said, resting his hand at the back of her head and pushing her in.

Katarina moaned as her lips parted, taking his cock into her mouth. She only managed half, but Maxim certainly wasn’t complaining. Her enthusiasm was delightful as she slowly bobbed, her tongue stroking the underside of his shaft. She may not have much experience, but Maxim knew a natural when he felt one, and Katarina had ability that would put many a harlot to shame.

“Oh hell,” Maxim grunted, stroking her head, playing with the spot between her ears and making her moan and her tail poof with pleasure. Her pace began to increase, her lips gliding up and down his shaft with growing urgency.

“Katarina,” Maxim gasped. “That’s… that’s good. Very good. Hell, I…nnn… I don’t know if… if I can hold on for long. Yes. Oh yessss! A bit more. Just a bit… a bit more and… and I… I… fuuuuuck!”

He groaned as he came, his balls tightening as he gave the werewolf a great burst of his seed. Katarina moaned, her lashes fluttering as she drank it down. Her lips slowly slid off him, the werewolf licking her lips, chest heaving with delight.

“Good,” she breathed.

“Liked that, huh?” he asked.

“Very,” she breathed, rising to her feet again, grinning toothily. “Like very much. And when I kill Endrin, I will bring you his head! Then we will rut again. Again! We will rut until I am soaked in scent, so all will know you have claimed me!”

“Is that how it works?”

“Yes,” she said bluntly. “And I mate you. Then, all will know you are mate. We rut all night. And then we cuddle. Good?”

“Good,” Maxim agreed.

Katarina squealed and hugged him, her tail beating the air quickly. “Katarina is so happy she has Maxim as mate!”

Maxim grunted as she squeezed him, nearly crushing the air out of him with her happiness. He pet her hair fondly, but was still thinking of the fight that was to come with her rival.

Somehow, he doubted it would be as simple as she thought…


Pack Politics

Against the milky light of the moon Grimmwald rose in the distance, peaking the mountain like some ragged spire of madness. The night whispered a chill wind across the graveyard and stirred around crooked tombstones and ancient monuments reared up out of the hills. Tangles of briars overgrew from walls of stone bulging under the strain of overgrowth, while mausoleums and crypts hulked from the earth; sullen things of grey that stared down upon the winding paths.

Maxim wasn’t surprised, exactly, to find a graveyard so close to the castle. Europa was filled with abandoned ones over the centuries. Between war, plague, plague the sequel, more wars, rampaging monsters, and of course the odd natural cause, the ground tended to fill up quite quickly. Temporarily in some cases, as Paris had discovered after that necromancer got into the catacombs. And surely his ancestors appreciated having close access. But he wasn’t exactly thrilled at being out and about in the dead of night. Even his thick coat couldn’t quite keep out the chill.

Still, this was Katarina’s show. He was a mere extra there to see what was to come.

“Freaking freezing out here,” Bitsy bemoaned as she rubbed her arms through her jacket.

“Suffering builds character,” Delia said with an amazing lack of sympathy.

“I don’t want to build character,” Bitsy complained, stomping her feet. “I want to snuggle into my bed and have a nice snooze. Preferably with someone to cuddle.”

Feeling her very intense attention, Maxim coughed. “I’ll see what I can do after all this.”

Ignoring her cheer, he turned his attention to the third member of their party.

Katarina stood in the centre of the graveyard, her head tilted back, her nose turned to the air. As he watched, she growled and swelled to her demi-wolf form, with paws growing claws and tufted ears rising out of her mane of hair. Her dark leathers creaked around her altered frame as she deftly scaled the tallest monument. When she reached the peak, she was outlined starkly against the rising moon, full and heavy in the sky. Tilting back her head, the werewolf let out a deep and reverberating howl.

The sound filled the night. A lonely cry that echoed into the depths of the primeval wood that hemmed about the graveyard. Maxim felt a thrum of animalistic anticipation race down his spine. The sort of sensation his ancestors had felt when the night still held constant dangers.

Katarina crouched atop the old tomb, her ears flicking. Then, seemingly satisfied, she climbed back down, hopping down to Maxim’s side.

“Did it work?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” she growled. “Watch.”

Maxim shifted, his gloved hand tightening on his cane. He heard a click and glanced back to see Delia draw a pair of pistols from beneath her cloak like a very lascivious highwayman.

“Do you even know how to use those things?” Bitsy asked, nodding at the guns.

“Would you like to test me?” Delia replied, her thumb stroking the engraved handles.

Maxim didn’t much like the look on Bitsy’s face. The last thing he needed was his allies starting a brawl in the middle of a graveyard. Though it would save on funeral expenses for the loser. “Calm down everyone. Besides,” he added, nodding at the woods around them. “We have company.”

Katarina’s ears twitched and she turned sharply, staring at the forest. Yellow eyes flashed in the dark and shapes streaked from the treeline, winding their way among the tombstones and towards them. Maxim tightened his grip on his cane, a crackle of electricity buzzing along his fingers. He sensed more than saw Bitsy and Delia shift alertly.

Only Katarina seemed unperturbed. The werewolf folded her arms, glaring defiantly as the dark forms began to form up around them.

A number of the newcomers straightened, revealing hulking frames of fur and muscle. Lupine muzzles growled and ears flicked. Most wore scattered remains of loose clothing like a gypsy camp had a sudden outbreak of lycanthropy, but many wore nothing at all. Maxim idly wondered if they hid their clothing before transforming? Which was an interesting thought, but maybe not the one he should be having when confronted by a pack of feral wolfmen. Ones who did not look too pleased to see him.

And there was a pack. Dozens of them lurked among the tombstones. Maybe more were deeper in the gloom and mist. Wild wraiths of the night and forest, Katarina faced them, hands cockily on her hips.

One of the shadows loped forward.

This one was an older wolf. Grey fur discoloured her muzzle and she was hunched over beneath a shawl threaded with beads. A loose gown hung about her; the many hues garish in the dark. She squinted up at them and smiled.

“Ohhhh,” the old wolf wheezed, peering up at Katarina. “If it isn’t… er… um…”

“Katarina, Greyfur,” Katarina said respectfully.

“Right! Right. Oh yes. Dear Katarina. We thought you were dead. Mmm.”

“Yes,” Katarina said, lifting her head as another figure moved among the werewolves. “I bet you did.”

Maxim watched in some alarm as a positively massive werewolf emerged from the dark. Huge, his frame towered over Katarina as he slouched up, a necklace of bones clinking around his throat, a mane of dark fur bristling. Scars drew pale patterns across his chest, and one ear appeared to be notched.

The hulking brute stopped before them in his were form, balancing on his hind legs like some god of the primaeval wilds. He bared his fangs, and Maxim noted with interest the flash of steel among his teeth.

“Endrin,” Katarina growled.

“Katarina,” the werewolf replied with equal vehemence.

“Surprised to see me?” she asked with a sharp grin.

“I heard you’d fled valley.” His eyes skimmed to Maxim. “And who these… townies,” he demanded. He sauntered up to Maxim, looming over him. A mass of dark fur and brutal muscle and fang. His claws emerged with a snick. “Dinner?”

Maxim smiled coldly. Ah, so it was time for a dick measuring contest? Well, he could play. Still smiling, Maxim lifted his cane and banged the heel on the ground.

Blue lightning blazed, flaring off him like a localized storm, the flash illuminating the night. Endrin jerked back in surprise, his fur crackling with static and a yelp escaping him.

“Try to make a meal of us and it will be your last,” Maxim said, static continuing to flare off him. “For I am Maximilian Volt. Master of Grimmwald!”

He could feel the change in the air. Many of the pack shuffled back with a ripple of movement, a wary growl rising in a subdued wave. But Maxim noted that though Endrin eased away, his ears flattening, there was a flash of something else in his yellow eyes. There. Gone. But he caught it.

Uncertainty.

Endrin recovered fast and loomed again. “You ruler of castle?” the werewolf rumbled.

“My name is on the deed,” Maxim said, leaning on his cane as the static faded from him. But the pack didn’t draw close again.

“Ohhhh,” the greyfur said, smiling, baring her yellow teeth in a smile. “So you are! You’re much more handsome than the last one.”

“Thank you,” Maxim said, a little thrown by the ancient werewolf’s comment.

Endrin sneered. “And why you bring him?” he demanded, turning back to Katarina. “Why you betray sacred meeting place?”

“Because I accuse you!” Katarina snapped, pointing at him fiercely. “You betray me! Betray your alpha! You lead me into a trap! Sacrifice me to hunters!”

A whispered growl raced through the watching werewolves. Even the greyfur seemed to perk up, her rheumy eyes peering at them. Endrin glanced about, then back to Katarina, baring his teeth defiantly. “Lies! You always arrogant. More likely you caught in open. You have no proof of anything!”

“She has me,” Maxim said. “I stitched her up. Some of her wounds are still visible, and I was paid a visit from the hunters the morning after she was attacked. They were looking for her. So it certainly sounds like someone led them to her. Most likely a gutless coward who happily rolled over for Chrome to get some belly rubs.”

Endrin gave him a furious look, but Maxim shrugged it off. He’d been given death glares by far more imposing men. “What you say?” Endrin snarled.

“Sorry, must be hard to hear with your missing ear,” Maxim replied. “Nice dental work, by the way. Who gave you those steel fangs? Did they come with a collar and leash too?”

Endrin was positively shaking with rage. He drew back his arm, but before he could strike Katarina reached out and grabbed his wrist, holding him in place.

The pair were almost face to face. Their yellow eyes glaring into each other’s. Hatred. Fury. Both bared teeth at one another, their arms quivering as they strained.

“You. Betray. Me,” Katarina growled.

“I didn’t.”

“I say you did. I say before entire pack you did. I say you are coward. You are dog! You are worse than offal! Don’t like? Then I challenge you to Fang and Claw!”

Whispers and growls of shock and excitement swept the shadowy audience. The pack closed in like a wall of darkness and glowing eyes, listening. Rapt with attention at the unfolding drama. Maxim saw Endrin’s eyes flash about the circle, hesitating, but the pressure of those eyes was powerful. The anger of the insults plainly stinging. There was only one way out with dignity, and Maxim saw the werewolf’s muzzle tighten with grim resolve.

Endrin wrenched his arm from Katarina’s grasp. “Fang and Claw!” he howled.

The cry was taken up by the pack as they fanned out about the tombstones, forming a loose ring. Maxim found himself pressed back along with Delia and Bitsy to a towering marble tomb near the old greyfur, granting them an excellent view to the open space where Katarina and Endrin faced each other.

“Nice job, Sparky,” Bitsy whispered in his ear as she watched. “Now we’re gonna see a real show!”

Maxim nodded along, but found it hard to share her enthusiasm. He didn’t doubt that Katarina could win, but that was under normal circumstances. And he had a feeling these were far from that. For though Katarina had told him she was fully recovered, he worried all the same. It had barely been a week since she’d crashed through his window, and even a werewolf’s healing would be tested by her recovery. She also might have lied to him, and when he checked her wounds before departing, they still looked tender.

But the real question was with Endrin. Maxim hadn’t expected to see those metal teeth, and those were just the most obvious alterations. He wouldn’t be surprised if there were other ones made under the hood. Endrin had the overly bulked look of someone abusing something.

But was there more?

Maxim’s eyes roamed slowly about the graveyard. They’d scouted out the place before Katarina had let out her howl, and hadn’t found anything.

And yet…

He tried to put the worries behind him and once more looked to the ring.

Lit by the milky glow of the moon, Katarina had tossed aside her loose clothes, baring her firm, curvy figure to the cool night air, her silver hair cascading over her shoulder as she growled low, her body changing, muscles bulging and bones cracking. Her fingers grew to claws and her face a muzzle filled with razor sharp teeth.

But she didn’t go full wolf, Maxim noted, keeping her bipedal form, albeit still looking powerful enough to tear through a regiment. But now she stood as tall as Endrin, and near as broad.

“Oh, you’re going to love this, dearie,” the greyfur whispered to Maxim. “A Trial is quite the sight! Oh my yes. Haven’t seen one in oh… fifty odd seasons. No no.”

“Who do you think will win?” he asked the old wolf.

The greyfur stroked her muzzle blearily. “Hmmm. Hard to say. But I suppose we’ll find out. Eh he he he,” she cackled before pulling out a bag of nuts and sticking her muzzle in it like a horse.

Maxim grimaced and looked back to the ring.

Slowly the pair stalked about each other. Pacing and growling. There was no signal. At least, none that he saw, but in a burst of motion the two werewolves suddenly hurled themselves at each other, colliding in midair with a meaty smack. Claws raked and fangs flashed as the pair rolled in a furious brawl of spitting, clawing, biting fury.

Endrin suddenly howled, lurching back, Katarina’s fangs latched onto his throat. He grabbed her jaws with his hands and his arms bulged as he pulled. With effort he managed to tear Katarina’s teeth from him, blood spraying in the dark as he hurled her away.

Katarina soared with the momentum, twisting in midair and landing in a crouch atop a tombstone. Her tongue rang over her teeth, her eyes burning in the night.

“Blood tastes… strange,” she growled.

“Only taste you get!” Endrin snapped back. He struck himself on the chest, the sound like the thump of a drum. “I stronger than before. Much stronger! Stronger than you. Stronger than any!”

As if to demonstrate, he reached out and grabbed a tombstone. With a heave he ripped it out of the earth and over his head before hurling it at his rival.

Katarina bounded up and over the missile, landing and hurling herself at Endrin once more. He lurched back as her claws flashed, ripping several long gashes in his chest, ducking his retaliating blow that shattered another tombstone.

“Sparky?” Bitsy whispered beside him. “You think…”

Maxim nodded slowly with thought. “Enhancement,” he muttered. Hardly an unheard of science. The average academic was generally scrawny, but saw working out beneath them. Thus, most turned to science. There’d been many solutions, including suturing one’s head to the body of an ape, but chemical enhancement was the favourite. And most volatile. Often a spark started out trying to get some glutes and ended up exploding like an over-inflated balloon. And whatever Endrin was using, it would have to be a very potent blend to work on a werewolf.

Not that it seemed to be helping him much. Though he was clearly stronger than Katarina, she fought with a vicious skill that dumb brutality couldn’t match. She weaved around the brawnier wolf, her claws slashing and teeth snapping. Endrin tried to catch her, but she always seemed to slip out of his grasp before he could close his grasp on her.

Maxim watched in awe the visceral hatred and violence on display between the two werewolves. Fur flew and flesh tore with the flash of fang and claw. Soon Endrin bled from near a dozen wounds, but showed no signs of slowing down.

And as they battled, Maxim caught a glimpse of something else.

He turned his head sharply, trying to catch it again. There. A distant flash atop one of the hills where a tomb heaped in shadows rose.

A gleam of glass…

He glanced back at the fight, then the crowd. All the attention was on the two warring werewolves. He nudged Delia and Bitsy, snapping them from their enthrallment. He tilted his head towards the hill, and the pair nodded, moving after him.

Their departure went unnoticed. Unsurprisingly. Every yellow eye was arrested by the frantic battle taking place among the tombs. Gravestones shattered under furry bulks as the pair of werewolves tore at each other.

“What’s going on?” Bitsy whispered.

“I think I saw something,” Maxim replied softly. “This way.”

Soon they were away from the brawl and among the crypts. The mist eddied around them and the gloomy stones lurched out of the earth. Low walls and more graves barred their way, but Maxim soon found a path leading up the small hill. A gap in a fence allowed them through, Maxim picking his way over the briars that twisted like barbed wire, but which seemed to have been cut through, and recently.

They reached the top of the hill and Maxim slowed, spotting movement among the shadows. He held up his hand and both Bitsy and Delia stopped. Crouching, he shuffled up along the side of the tomb and peered around its front. The tomb had been opened, the marble doors wide, and something poked out. Something black, sleek and deadly.

Something that very much resembled the rotary barrels and drum of a massive gatling gun.

“Oh hell,” Maxim breathed.

Then felt the cool barrel of a rifle press against the back of his head.

“We meet again, my lord,” Ingval’s mocking voice purred.


The Hunted

Maxim froze, and felt Ingval’s hand on his cane. “Let it go,” the hunter commanded. “You’re surrounded.”

Maxim dared to glance about and saw it was so. Out of the darkness, melting from underbrush and shadows, several hunters slipped out of cover, their camouflage shifting against the dark. Heavy carbines were trained on Delia and Bitsy, who had frozen as well.

Maxim felt a flash of fury at his own stupidity, then he exhaled, forcing himself to calm and burying that white hot fury deep in his chest. Deep, but not gone. Simmering like hot coals ready to flare.

He slipped his hand off his cane, thumb gliding along the glass dome with a spark.

“Good,” Ingval said softly, and the barrel of the gun moved back. “Turn around.”

Maxim did so, facing the smirking Ingval. The huntsman’s lens whirred in his socket as he looked down smugly. “Well well,” Ingval chortled, lazily holding his massive rifle with one arm, the other gripping Maxim’s cane. “Isn’t this a fine reversal? Not so long ago, you held me in a similar position. But there’s a difference now, aye?”

“Let me guess,” Maxim said. “You won’t be letting us go?”

“Hm. Maybe you sparks are smart,” Ingval observed, and tossed Maxim’s cane before catching it. “But not smart enough.”

He gestured with his rifle, and Maxim reluctantly moved around to the front of the tomb.

There, several more hunters lurked. Four were working on the heavy barrel of the gatling gun. Set on a pivot and a pair of wheels, the weapon had been rolled out and to the edge of the hill, barrel depressed and looking down at the moonlit graveyard below, where Katarina and Endrin still tore at one another with howls of pain and fury.

“Do you like it?” Ingval asked, admiring the weapon. “A gift from a benefactor. One who understands the threat that these beasts pose civilised men. Aye! I admit it lacks the elegance of a proper hunt. But then, this isn’t a hunt, is it? No,” Ingval growled, moustache beginning to twitch again. “No. It is an extermination!”

“And you wonder why they don’t like you,” Maxim observed wryly.

“Don’t get witty with me, oh Lord of Grimmwald!” Ingval snapped, rounding on him again. “You should be thanking me for dealing with these… pests. Look at them!” The huntsman gestured over the lip of the cliff. “No more than animals! And I’ll slaughter them like it. That gun,” he declared, pointing at the grim machine gun, “will rain down silver tipped hell on the entire pack! When the winner of their little fight is declared, they will cluster around them and howl in triumph, pawing one another in celebration. And that is when they will die. All of them!”

“Some will escape,” Maxim said, eying his cane in Ingval’s grip, watching as sparks danced from the dome. “It’s inevitable they will.”

“Then we will hunt them down too!” Ingval bit out, stalking back up towards Maxim. “Every one of them! And this is only the beginning. Chrome may be a bastard, but he understands the necessity of this. The purity of it! They will die. All of them! Every pack across the world. From Europe to Africa and America too! Not that I expect you to understand,” he sneered, looking Maxim up and down contemptuously. “I know your type.”

“Do you now?” Maxim asked mildly.

“Of course! I should have guessed it the second I saw you. A dog lover. A monster fucker! You rut with these creatures, don’t you? Mate with them!”

Maxim shrugged. “The shedding in the bed sheets is not great, but otherwise I’ve no complaints.”

Ingval jabbed the barrel of his carbine into Maxim’s stomach, doubling him over with a gasp.

“Bastard!” Bitsy snapped, and Maxim saw her take a step forward before a hunter’s raised gun gave her pause. Maxim quickly put up a hand and gestured for her to stop, gasping as he recovered.

“Wise to keep your women in line,” Ingval said with a sneer at Delia and Bitsy. The crosshair of his lens whirred as his attention refocused on Maxim. “But for naught. So long as those beasts are nearby, they will not be safe. They will betray you. They always will!”

Maxim lifted his head. “What?” he wheezed.

“Them!” Ingval snarled, gesturing with Maxim’s cane, which glowed hot in his hands. “Women! The lot of them! You think they are loyal? You think they are good? You think they will answer love and caring and kindness with affection? Nay! Your women will betray you. It’s inevitable so long as those beasts are down there. Your women will be beguiled and drawn away. Tempted into sin! Into debauchery! Into foul affections. They cannot help but crave the monster cock! Carnal couplings! Melliferous mating!”

Maxim stared at Ingval, understanding dawning slowly on his face. “Dear Lord,” he breathed.

Ingval paused his ranting. “What?”

“That’s what happened to you, isn’t it?”

Ingval’s face paled, then grew suddenly blotchy. “O-of course not!”

“It is,” Maxim said, painfully straightening. “It all makes sense now. You lost your girlfriend to a werewolf!”

“I did not!”

A burst of laughter came from Bitsy. “Ha ha ha! Holy hell! He did! She ran out on him for a werewolf!”

“Shut your whore mouth!” Ingval roared, purple with fury, the cane in his hand flashing with light as he waved it about, his other arm swinging his rifle to point at her. “You don’t know anything! She was tempted! Pure! The brute corrupted her! My sweet Annabelle would never willingly… She did not knowingly… Shut up!”

A sudden silence consumed the graveyard, causing even Ingval to pause. A howl went up from below. A sound of triumph picked up by dozens of other throats.

Ingval grinned in vicious satisfaction. “It’s time,” he purred, turning about and towards the gatling gun.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Maxim said mildly.

Ingval swung back his way, shoving the barrel of his gun into the spark’s face. “And why the hell not?”

“Oh. Well,” Maxim said, glancing down at the quivering cane in Ingval’s grip. “That’s probably a good reason.”

The huntsman frowned and looked down, staring at the humming cane in confusion. The glass dome sizzled; a storm’s worth of electricity buzzing about inside it. The wires that fed into the tip crackling, joints sparking as it reached critical mass.

“You really should check a spark’s weapons for boobytraps,” Maxim noted.

Understanding finally coloured Ingval’s face. He lifted his arm to throw away the cane.

Too late.

The blast was blinding. An explosion of electricity like a blue dawn suddenly consumed the ridge. For an instant Maxim saw Ingval’s bones sharply defined. Then the electric charge hurled him away and across the graveyard like a rocket ignited.

The shock of what had just happened held the rest of the huntsmen in stunned silence, watching their leader soar through the night and plummet into the distant trees.

Which was when Maxim moved.

He ducked, snatching up his cane and cracking it across the barrel of the man holding Delia at gunpoint. The carbine swung up, going off with a bang. Delia spun about and rammed the barrel of her pistol into the slack-jawed face of another hunter, blowing his brains out with a twitch of a finger.

From the corner of his eye, Maxim saw a knife suddenly flash into Bitsy’s hand and swing up, slashing the throat of the hunter in front of her. The man gagged, dropping his gun and grabbing his throat as if to stem the sudden flood of blood pouring down his neck.

“Down!” Maxim shouted, tackling Bitsy behind a grave just before one of the surviving huntsmen opened fire, his carbine booming, chipping chunks from the tombstone.

“Thanks!” Bitsy giggled, plainly enjoying being in Maxim’s grasp more than was perhaps healthy.

“Glad to,” he replied, rolling off her and pressing his back to the cold granite of their cover. More volleys thundered as the remaining huntsmen rallied, pounding their position with gunfire. A lighter cracking informed him that Delia was returning fire.

Bitsy lifted her knife, angling it so the reflection showed her what was happening. “Uh oh.”

“What?” Maxim leaned over, looking at the mirror reflection of the blade as well.

And saw the gatling gun swivel about to point at their position.

“Uh oh,” he echoed.

Lifting his cane, Maxim quickly adjusted the output and intensity. Not enough charge for a bolt, but enough for something else. “Close your eyes tight,” he said to Bitsy.

“What?”

“Just do it!”

Bitsy obeyed. And as the barrel of the gatling gun began to rotate, Maxim closed his eyes tight and thrust his cane up. He squeezed the trigger, and the glass dome blazed, releasing a flash of blinding light.

He heard shouts of surprise and pain from the huntsmen as night became day for a brief moment, then he and Bitsy rolled out from behind cover. An instant later the tombstone they were hiding behind was turned to gravel under a wailing hail of bullets. Maxim kept rolling as the huntsman at the gatling gun’s controls swung the barrel about wildly, raking the ground around them.

Howls suddenly bellowed over the chatter of gunfire. Stopping in his frantic roll, Maxim lifted his head to see the edge of the cliff come alive with the dark shapes of bounding werewolves. Claws and fangs flashed in the dark as startled and half-blinded huntsmen went down under the feral tide, several managing a few desperate shots at the sudden assault before falling, screaming to the wolfmen.

Maxim saw the operator of the gatling gun frantically swivel his weapon about to try and reach this new enemy, only for the silver blur of Katarina’s wereform to lunge forward. She grabbed the barrel and heaved upward.

The whole weapon tilted back, several hundred pounds of iron groaning as it met the unholy might of the werewolf. It opened fire, barrels blazing impotently in an arc as Katarina heaved it backwards, the huntsman at the controls falling from his chair, his scream cut short as the bulk of his weapon crashed down on him with a deafening bang and sickening crunch.

With a snarl, Katarina bounded atop the toppled weapon. She raised her muzzle high and howled in triumph, the cry carried by the rest of the wolves around her, lifted in a song of primaeval and bloody triumph.

“Ooooh,” Bitsy said under Maxim.

He had to agree. That night had indeed seen a massacre, but it wasn’t from the hands and guns of the huntsman.

Rising to his feet, Maxim helped Bitsy to hers. He quickly turned his attention to Katarina as she jumped down from the gatling gun, her golden eyes blazing bright. She crossed the broken ground towards him, her figure shifting back to her human guise. Her ears remained out, as did her tail which swished eagerly behind her.

She stopped beside him and turned to the rest of the pack. “I am Katarina Wyld!” she roared. “I am alpha of Wyld folk! The traitor is dead! I am alpha! And this,” she said, grabbing Maxim, lifting his arm with hers. “This is Maxim Volt! He master of Grimmwald!

“And he!” Katarina barked, swinging about towards him, grinning in wild exuberance. “Is my mate!”

“Er, good evening,” Maxim said to the pack.

Katarina grinned, pulled him close, and kissed him hard.

It had been a very long, very stressful night for Maxim thus far. But the feel of the gorgeous werewolf pressing up against him, kissing him all the exuberance and wild passion of her kind certainly helped make up for it.


Workshopping

It was a good thing his time at university had trained Maxim to work with a pounding hangover. Even a full day after the victory party with the werewolves his head still throbbed.

To be fair, he should have known werewolf alcohol would be very strong, seeing as with their inhuman constitution, a werewolf would need a lot of booze to get drunk. Hell, less than a glass had put Bitsy down for the count.

Still, even with his impressive tolerance thanks to a life of building immunities to poison, experiments on himself, and ingesting various serums, he probably shouldn’t have gotten into a drinking contest.

But then, Katarina had looked so pleased and impressed when he managed to drink that burly Wyld wolf under the table. And she’d been eager to show her appreciation in a way that had really capped off the night. It had been all he could do to convince her not to have him take her in the great hall in front of the entire pack. She’d called him a prude, but he’d insisted.

Maxim sighed, rubbing his forehead and shaking off the fog as he tugged his welding goggles back on. He didn’t have time to be hungover. He still had a lot of work to do, for he still had allies to make.

And the next one was going to be a devil to impress.

Fortunately, when he started getting ‘sparky’, there was very little that could stop him. And he’d had such a fantastic idea of what to bring Countess Margarita. Yes. It would be perfect! The lenses were giving him some trouble. Hard to get them sufficiently reflective. But once he figured out how to polish them further with that oscillator, it had all come together marvellously. Now he just needed to…

“Master?”

“What? What! Who dares disturb me!” he snapped, twisting around and shoving his goggles up.

Moira curtsied before him. “Forgive me, master. But you wished to be informed when Delia had returned to the castle.”

Maxim blinked. Ah, that was right. He had. She’d slipped away before the party had begun, and informed him that she was going to see about getting an invitation from the Countess. He’d been a bit… preoccupied afterwards and it had slipped his mind.

“Oh, yes. Good. Show her in. And bring some coffee too, if you could.”

“As you wish, Master,” Moira said with another curtsy before slipping away.

Maxim sighed, running a hand through his hair as he leaned against the worktable.

Vampires.

Not that he had anything against vampires. Some of his best friends were vampires. Well, not best friends. It was hard to be really close to anyone who would steal glances at your neck, occasionally lick their lips while talking to you, and had an unhealthy obsession with maidens dressed all in white. Not to mention their aversion to Italian food.

Still, Maxim had been close to some vampires. Intimately on a few occasions. Those had been some very interesting nights, but the thing about English vampires was you could generally rely on them to respect the Pax Dover, which required them to only feed on thralls, and never the general population. Out in the east, though, things were a bit… wilder. Where vampires retained their aristocratic opinions, one of which was that anyone not a vampire was either competition or cattle. He’d met some who’d transferred to the Oxford School of Abnormal Science. Their snobbery had put Cambridge to shame.

He had enough time to make himself somewhat presentable before the door of the lab eased open, admitting Delia.

“Good evening, my lord,” his seneschal said with a slight bow.

“Delia,” he replied with a nod and inviting gesture. “Come in. Do you have an update?”

She slipped across the floor, and he noted again how silently she moved. Not as quietly as Moira of course, but to be fair a shadow made more noise than his maid. “I have, as a matter of fact. I’ve been asked to give you this,” she said, slipping a hand into her cloak and producing a red envelope sealed with black wax.

Maxim took it, examining the seal which depicted a pair of bat-like wings.

“From the Countess, I presume?” he asked.

“It is, my lord.”

He nodded. “And I see you already opened it.”

Delia blinked at him. “Why do you think that?”

He tilted the letter around. “The subtle ridge of wax around the edges of the seal. It was melted again afterwards. Good work, but just visible.”

Delia had the grace to flush. “I… see. I did, my lord. I’m sorry.”

“Good. Because I lied about the wax.”

“What? But, then, how did…”

“You just told me.”

Delia frowned a little and crossed her arms. “I see. It seems I will need to be careful around you, my lord.”

“Or just don’t read my mail,” he said, opening the envelope and sliding out the letter. “Anyway, what’s it about?” he asked as he read the contents.

Delia sighed. “It’s an invitation. Delivered via bat to me a short time ago. We are to attend the Countess tomorrow night.”

“That’s soon,” he noted as he continued to read. It was a bit hard to parse the meaning. There was enough flowery language on that page to plant a garden.

“Your exploits have reached her, my lord,” Delia said, tweaking her monocle. “The Countess will be looking forward to speaking to you.”

“That’s good, I suppose,” he said. He glanced up from the invitation and set it aside, then crossed his arms, scrutinizing her. “What would you say our odds are here?”

Delia hesitated. “I would hate to presume, my lord.”

“I insist.”

She pursed her lips, frowning as she adjusted her monocle, clearing her throat as her eyes danced uncertainly away from his face. “Well, there certainly isn’t no chance.”

“Not exactly a ringing endorsement,” he noted.

She shifted. “Well, the issue is, my lord, that Countess Margarita is no fool, and she surely sees that Chrome is a powerful man. And a poor one to have for an enemy.”

“It’s not much fun, true,” Maxim admitted.

“But necessary, my lord. Still, if she were to offer her backing to you, it would put her on his bad side. And those on Chrome’s bad side tend to serve as the mortar for his next factory.”

“Yes. Charming man,” Maxim said drily.

Delia nodded eagerly. “Exactly, my lord. But that means you will have to offer the Countess something truly valuable if you want to win her over. Not that I doubt you have something. I’m sure you’ve thought up something astounding with which to convince her of your intentions and prowess.”

“I had a few thoughts,” Maxim said, glancing back at his unfinished device on the work table. “But what about her? What does the Countess lack in Grimmwald?”

Delia chewed that over a moment, then shrugged. “Honestly? Not much. She is very wealthy and runs her estate well. She even has some interests in the city, not to mention a great many thralls who gladly funnel her money.”

“She’s hypnotizing them?”

“In a… manner of speaking.”

Maxim frowned at her. “Delia…”

She coughed. “The ah, Countess owns a number of… pleasure houses, my lord.”

“She runs whorehouses?”

“Vamp Houses they’re called,” Delia quickly corrected. “Quite classy, really. And very popular. No risk of pregnancy, and a very experienced lover. Many a man from Burdenga has found affection in the warm embrace of one of her girls.”

“I sincerely doubt it was warm, metaphorically or literally,” Maxim said.

Delia shrugged. “All the same, my lord, the Countess doesn’t need to steal through the windows of fainting virgins for her dinner. None of her vampires lack for willing victims. Though it is true that the kiss of a vampire becomes addicting.”

“Lovely,” Maxim grunted. “A whorehouse and an opium den rolled into one. How efficient.”

Delia stole a glance at him. “Are you… upset, my lord?”

Maxim pondered that for a moment. “...Not exactly,” he finally said. “I can’t say I’m thrilled, but I suppose it beats the alternative. Everyone needs to eat, and better the willing than having vampires stalking back alleys, graveyards, and stylish clothing shops.”

Delia nodded eagerly. “Exactly, my lord. Exactly! An excellent way of putting it. And the Countess isn’t just a peddler of vice and blood. She invests greatly in public works, and has many charitable arms as well.”

“Really?” he said with a sceptical look. “No offence, but vampires don’t usually strike me as the charitable sort.”

“Yet true nonetheless. In fact, she runs a number of orphanages in the provinces.”

“That’s… concerning,” Maxim said slowly.

“In many cases yes, master. But the Countess truly does love children. Why, she only occasionally feeds on them at all!”

Ugh! Maxim shuddered at that. Though it wasn’t unheard of for vampires to adopt human children now and then, no one was particularly happy about it. And it inevitably led to… strange places. Vampires, naturally, couldn’t have children of their own. Being a corpse animated by unholy power or, on occasion, blasphemous science, tended to cause issues with biology. But it was also well known that many vampires had a weakness for children, and not just as a low-calorie snack. Every vampire longed for the life they lost, and tended to try and fill that hollowness in a number of ways. Living vicariously through children wasn’t the worst, although some of the children's beauty pageants he’d seen came close. The biggest problem was vampires tended to treat their wards more like accessories than people.

And there was a law among the courts that he’d heard of. A powerful one, and enforced with the sort of ruthlessness normally reserved for tax collectors. And it was that no child would ever be turned. Eternity was a terrible thing to know in the body of a ten year old, and those that dared transgress that law faced a fate that had never been properly described to him, but had sent shudders through the bodies of those vampires who had hinted of it.

But Delia’s exuberance and quickness to defend the Countess also struck him as odd. He gave her another long look. “Do you know the Countess well?” he asked.

Again that hesitation. “I… have had dealings with her before, my lord. She was a frequent guest of your great uncle’s before my father and I were banished from the castle. In fact, I believe that she was the only one who the former master allowed to come by during the final years of his life.”

“And you kept up contact?”

“Naturally. She is a powerful figure in not only the town, but the area. She is a member of the Crimson Court. A proper seneschal and spy master must have excellent contacts among all the powerful players on the continent, my lord.”

“You certainly prepared well for your job,” he said.

A faint flush of pleasure warmed her cheeks and she bowed. “Thank you, my lord. I’m happy to serve. At any rate, the Countess should be sending a coach tomorrow, after the sun has set.”

“She’ll be sending a coach?” he asked in surprise.

Delia shrugged. “It’s how she does things. She enjoys playing the hostess.”

“Hmm,” Maxim said. “She’s taking a lot of initiative here.”

“Vampires always try to play all sides of conflict,” Delia replied. “But you will be able to win her over, my lord. I know you will. You must!”

He raised a brow at the earnestness of her voice. “You really do hate Chrome, don’t you?”

He caught the flash of fury on her face at the name. “I do,” she said, her hands curling to fists. “More than anything. You don’t understand. He took so much from the people of the valley. From me. My life. My future. My father. Everything I had been working towards he came and smashed aside. He grinds the people I swore to protect under his heel. He chokes the valley with his grip and poisons us with his factories. He is a tyrant, my lord.”

“So am I. Supposedly.”

She shook her head. “Not like him. You are our tyrant! And I will see you on your throne yet.”

“Hmm,” Maxim said, looking from her and back to the work table. “Well, you may be surprised to know I can sympathise, Delia.”

“My lord?”

He picked up one of the lenses, pinching it between his fingers and letting the light flash off its facet. “You’re not the only one who’ve had their life pulled out from under them. True, my father wasn’t ripped apart in the town square, but I lost everything I’d been working towards. Exiled from my family home. My fortune snatched out from under me. My life was thrown for quite a whirl. And here I find myself. Far from home, in an alien land, with the expectation I can fix all the problems.” He shook his head. “To tell you the truth, Delia, I didn’t really want to be here. I never planned on it.”

He glanced back and saw her cheeks colour. “My lord, I…”

“But still,” he said, setting the lens down and giving it a flick, sending it spinning about the top of the table. “I can’t say that I regret it. If I hadn’t come here, I’d never have met you. Or Katarina. Or even Moira. So while I didn’t consider it my home, I think I’m coming around to the idea.”

“I… I’m glad to hear that, my lord.” He saw her hesitate, as if to say more. But instead she bowed again. “Thank you. I’d best head out.”

“You can sleep here you know,” he observed.

“I would hate to presume, my lord…”

He sighed. “Delia, you don’t need to be that formal with me. Really. I get that you work for me, but we can be a little more friendly than that. And I would be happy to let you stay. God knows we have the space, and Grimmwald is more your home than mine anyway. Not to mention your shop burned down and, I imagine, Chrome will be looking for you.”

“No worries on that account, my lord,” she said with a satisfied smile. “If I don’t want to be found, I won’t be.” A bitter look crossed her face. “Hiding is one of the few things I’m good at…”

“Hardly,” Maxim said. “I doubt anyone has fought half as hard as you have. You did everything you could. And now?” He gestured. “Now we’re fighting together, and to win. So feel free to take a room or whatever else you need.”

Delia bit her lip and looked about the lab. “I… Thank you, my lo… Maxim. It… I’ll think about it. It would be nice to stay in the castle again after so long away. If you don’t mind.”

“Delia, there are literally hundreds of rooms. If you wanted to, you could probably live here and I’d never run into you. Hell, the gremlins absolutely infest the place and every time they swarm I swear they’re all ones I’ve never seen before.”

“Eek eeek!”

“But you’re doing a fantastic job. Really,” he informed the red robed creatures idling about the lab.

“Eek ek.”

Delia hesitated again, then gave a small nod. “Then… I think I will take a room. Thank you, my lord.”

“Wonderful. Moira?”

There was a clink behind him and he whirled around to see the maid depositing a tray of coffee on the table. “Your coffee, my master,” she said.

“How did you get back there?” he demanded.

“I know my way around the castle, master,” she replied, picking up a porcelain cream pitcher, which was shaped like a buxom woman cradling her own chest. “Would you care for some milk? It is of the highest quality, and quite rare.”

“Why is it rare?”

“The minotauress can be most particular, master.”

“We have a minotaur?”

“Minotauress, master. And of course. We needed something to put in the labyrinth.”

“Of course we did,” Maxim sighed. “Black is fine for me, thank you, Moira. But while you’re here, Delia is staying the night. Do we have a room for her? A bedroom,” he quickly amended. “One that won’t drop her into an acid bath?”

“That narrows it somewhat, master. But I believe it can be arranged,” Moira said with a look at the other woman. “Please,” she said with a slight bow. “This way.”

Delia looked uncertain, but gave Maxim a nod of acknowledgement and followed the maid out of the lab. Maxim waved farewell then turned back to the work bench. Two days… that wasn’t much time, but he could probably finish working on his gift to the Countess. Though it might mean some late nights.

But then, that was why coffee was invented, wasn’t it? He smiled and took a drink.

Mmm. Perfect.

. . .

Delia tried not to stare as she walked the halls of Grimmwald. It was all so familiar. So like her memories. The ribbed arches holding aloft the ceiling of the hallways. The portraits of ancient scions of the castle whose eyes seemed to follow you. Oh! She even saw that the blood stains were still on the wall there. She smiled dreamily.

She was back.

She tried not to squeal, suppressing her delight. She had to be cool. Calm. Though she may be back in the castle, she was a woman now, not a little girl. She was mature. She was dignified. She would not dance around in excitement and caress the glowing vats in the Mutagen Chambers. She would not prance in the Halls of Screams, or visit the monsters in the Beast Pits.

But later? Well, she’d see…

“This is your room,” Moira said, the maid’s voice cutting through her wistful thoughts. Delia shook her head, clearing it, and looked at the door in question.

“Ah,” she said with a smile. “The Uninvited Guest Room.” She smiled sardonically at Moira. “How thoughtful. Does it still have that trapdoor hidden in the shower?”

Moira said nothing, her dark eyes never veering from the other woman’s face. Delia felt her smile wither like a flower in winter before those alien eyes. That cold gaze.

The lights in the hallway, already dim, grew lower still with a flickering buzz.

“Be very careful, Seneschal,” Moira said softly. “I will not allow any harm to come to my master within these walls.”

“I would never harm his lordship,” Delia replied with a frown. “You should know this.”

“I know revenge and its sweet allure,” Moira answered, her voice a soft whisper. “Countless of the masters have fallen prey to it. Ludwig Borscht desired revenge so badly on those who gave his book of poems a bad review that he waged a twenty-year war against the Ironmongers of Anglia. Damien ‘Torcher’ Burns was so furious Princess Amelda rejected his advances that he sold his soul to demons to become irresistible to women, and was then torn apart by lust maddened housewives when he went out to buy eggs. Revenge sought by all, to their own detriment.”

“I think my case is a bit stronger than wounded vanity and rejected feelings,” Delia said stiffly.

“Yes. You are special, aren’t you?”

The lights went out.

Came on.

Moira was gone.

“So have many others thought, too,” whispered a voice in her ear.

Delia spun about, heart hammering as she stared at the monochrome maid. The lights around Moira were so low she was nearly lost in the darkness. Her lidded eyes watched Delia with narrow thought.

Delia forced herself not to shrink back as Moira came a step nearer, a whisper of cloth announcing the movement.

Cloth… and something else.

“I know you well,” Moira said softly. Dangerously. The lights around them nearly out. Washing them in suffocating shadows. “I know that you will do anything to have your revenge. That you would stretch the truth with the master to ensure he follows through on your plans and sees your enemy dead. Do you see a man, Seneschal?” Moira asked, leaning in closer. “Or a dagger to aim at Chrome’s heart?”

Delia tightened her lips, her hands clasped behind her back, squeezing each other to keep from shaking. “It’s… it’s the same thing,” she said. “Maxim needs to kill Chrome if he wants to stay in the valley. Everything I’m doing is to see he rules us.”

“Is that so?” Moira said, gliding forward another step. Another set of humming bulbs flickered out. “Because you and I both know that isn’t all. You and I both know there was a reason your father was cast out of the castle. And you and I both know the true reason he was never allowed back. Reasons you would be happy to keep secret. Hm?”

Delia’s mouth tasted like ashes. She felt a numbing tremble go through her and steeled herself. “And… what about you?” she asked.

Moira drew back an inch. “Me?”

“Yes,” Delia replied, firming herself before the pale woman. “I know things about you too, Moira. More than you might think. Such as what happened to the former butler of Hieronymus. The one who vanished when the old master passed. Right before you took your position.”

Moira slowly cocked her head, those inscrutable eyes glowing in the gloom. More things whispering in the dark around them.

Delia took a deep breath, burying the terror that threatened to choke her. Pushing it down deep into a writhing knot within her belly. “I… admit,” she said, “that when I first saw Maxim, I thought of him as nothing but a tool. I believed him to be just another spark. Mad for power. Arrogant and brutal. I planned to manipulate him into killing Chrome.

“But he’s not just that,” she continued, voice softening. “He’s… he is a good man. Unexpectedly. He feels responsibility to the valley and the people in it. He has no real reason to. He doesn’t want to terrorize them. Exploit them. Grind them up and distil them into a new kind of mouthwash. I… truly think he wants to help them. To be a good master. To protect the people. And right now, that means dealing with Chrome. And so, I will do whatever I can to help him. And once Chrome is dead, I will serve him, and so serve the people of the valley.” She gave Moira a grim look. “And that’s all I want.”

Moira stared at Delia, who shivered, feeling like her skin was being peeled away and all that made her was being laid bare before those penetrating eyes. Stripped. Dissected by cold knives.

At last, Moira drew back a step. “Very well,” she said softly. “Perhaps you are. Or maybe you just believe it. But,” she added a touch wistfully, “the masters have often taken on those who might one day betray them. It is their nature, mercurial that it is. They crave drama in their existence. Even if it may mean their doom. So I wish you the best, Seneschal. And a reminder. I will serve the master unto death. Mine…”

Delia couldn’t suppress a shudder as she felt something nameless brush her cheek in a cruel caress.

“...or anyone’s who would dare harm him. Good evening, Seneschal,” Moira said, her pale face turning away and into the darkness. “And pleasant dreams.”

Delia remained where she stood, listening to the departing steps. Steps that suddenly vanished without ever fading away. And when they did, the lights in the hall flickered back to life with a dull hum.

Sagging back against the cool solidity of the door, Delia pressed a hand to her chest, breathing hard and fast.

God.

God in heaven.

When her breathing had evened, she straightened, smoothing out her skirt until her hands stopped trembling. Then she opened the door to her room.

And left the light on even when she lay down and tried to get some sleep.


The Countess

Maxim glowered in the carriage as it rattled down the road. The moon was out and sharp, and he wondered as he watched it gibbously hang overhead if he’d ever get to do any work during the day time? Granted, Grimmwald seemed to be dreary at even the best of times, but he did miss the sun. A shame most of those he dealt with were creatures of the night.

Especially this one.

He tapped his fingers pensively on the window sill of the carriage as the dark forest slipped by in grim pines. The carriage had arrived at Grimmwald driven by a figure heavily swaddled in cloth, and who said nothing as he and Delia had climbed aboard.

And now he was going to meet a vampiress in her own home. Her seat of power, and try to convince her to back him against Chrome. Maxim sighed and settled back in his seat. A daunting task.

“Feeling alright?” Delia asked.

He glanced at her. He’d decided that she alone would accompany him. Katarina had looked eager but he knew all too well vampires and werewolves loathed each other. And Bitsy was, well, Bitsy. But more importantly, Delia seemed to have a finger on the non-existent pulse of the vampire court, which Maxim was counting on.

“Well enough,” he said.

“That’s good, my lord. Because we’re here.”

Maxim shook himself from his musings and looked intently out the window.

The manor of the Countess Margarita was much as he expected it to be. A gate of metal bent in elaborate curls swung open with a creak, admitting their rattling carriage. The manor itself rose out of the hill more like a mausoleum than a home, with a sombre air and dark paint. In the daytime, it was doubtless a terribly dreary place, but at night it was positively glowering. Several windows glowed with weak yellow light, but most were shuttered and dark. The trees they passed were skeletal, many overgrown, with a strange air of funereal neglect.

The house itself was in good repair, with shingles intact and windows curtained, but an air of abandonment hung about it all the same. Which hardly surprised Maxim. Every vampire home was like that. A sense of not so much being lived in as maintained. The only thing that seemed alive were the rose bushes that sprouted all along the path up to the doors, with ruby red flowers like vibrant blood spattered across the lawn.

Not an encouraging image.

Their carriage wound its way about the front of the drive and came to a halt. A footman immediately strode towards their door. Before he could open it, Maxim already had, stepping down and holding out his hand to assist Delia. She landed lightly, her skirts fluttering as she straightened, brushing her hair back and glancing at the flunky who stood by.

Maxim took in the man as well, if man he still was. Maxim had only seen that level of pallor on corpses or those about to become one. The footman’s eyes were sunken deep in his sockets, his skin stretched taut over the bone. Maxim could even see the veins in his hands as the man bowed.

“Master Volt,” the footmen said, voice a hoarse whisper, dustier than a tomb. “Mistress Rathbone. The Countess is expecting you.”

“Thank you, Jervain,” Delia said. “Please, show us in.”

Jervain bowed again and moved towards the doors, every step faintly limping as if he were so weak he could barely walk, and Maxim suspected if the man’s collar weren’t done up so high and tight, he’d see a pair of puncture wounds.

The doors opened to an elegantly sepulchral foyer, lit only by the weak flutter of gas lamps built into the walls here and there. That was another thing about vampires. They had excellent night vision, meaning the soft light was probably bright as day to them, but by the weak glow Maxim could barely make out the curtains of the windows or the large, looming portraits that decorated the walls here and there.

Yet the presence of the gas lamps instead of, say, fluttering candles surprised Maxim. Vampires weren’t exactly on the cutting edge of modernity. So enraptured in their own faded aristocratic glory and decadent finery, they were perpetually trapped in the era in which they’d died. He’d always suspected half the reason vampires turned humans was so they had someone to explain how the newfangled ovens worked, or what was the deal with popular music?

As they entered Maxim felt his skin prickle under a watchful gaze, and a glance confirmed that they were far from alone. Women lounged about couches and leaned on the bannisters of the second floor. Dressed up in gaudy silks, their skin paler than the grave, they idled in suggestive gowns only a few buttons away from lingerie, their crimson eyes watching like predators in the night, observing some new game that had foolishly wandered into the hunting grounds. Reflexively, Maxim tightened his grip on his cane.

He noticed Delia glare about the room, her shoulders faintly hunched, her jaw tight. As Jervain stumped his way deeper into the manor Maxim, seeing no alternative, followed at a pace, Delia sticking close beside him. Even as they moved through from the foyer he could feel those watching eyes. Languid. Curious.

Hungry.

“The mistress awaits in the drawing room,” Jervain said as they passed down a corridor lined with portraits. “She is most eager to meet with you.”

“Likewise of course,” Maxim said.

Jervain said nothing, but soon reached a pair of towering dark doors. From beyond, Maxim heard the low, thrumming notes of a piano like some sombre heartbeat of the mansion. Jervain reached out, planting his hands on the doors and with a groan they opened.

What awaited was a richly appointed room of silken curtains and painted screens. More gas lamps fitfully glowed in sconces, casting a weird shadowy light. Faintly reddish in hue, it fell on yet more drawn drapes and some sumptuous couches. Huge mirrors ringed the room, reflecting it back at itself, but not the three figures who were at the distant piano.

One Maxim recognized at once. Triana sat playing, the vampiress’s pale features pleasant with concentration, her gentle fingers tenderly stroking the ivory keys, teasing music at once both mournful and grand, her voice singing softly in tune.

“Find me by the milk light of moon,

Beneath the old oak tree.

Lover’s kiss with crimson lips,

And a whispered word for me.

Who is to say when dawn begins,

And when night will fade?

All I say.

And whispering, pray,

Is you save one kiss for me.”

Her fingers stilled and applause rang out from her companions, a large woman and a thin man.

“Bravo! Oh, bravo, my dear Triana. Marvelous as always,” the large woman gushed enthusiastically. Maxim had never seen a fat vampire before, but despite the heroic efforts of a corset the buxom woman standing beside the piano was certainly that. A gown flowed about her curves in ruffles like waves of silk. Her face was pleasantly plump like a delighted aunt, if terribly pale, and her dark hair was done up in a beehive fashion.

Triana smiled up at the mass of crimson silk and satin. “Thank you, Countess.”

“Not bad,” the male vampire said, brushing his fingers against his waistcoat. Lean where the Countess was large, everything about him seemed sharp, from his narrow chin to his stark cheekbones. His eyes were lidded, his stance confident and dignified, and his hair oiled back against his skull. One could call him handsome. Maxim would have gone with sleek.

“Oh more than that, Jarrick. Far more than that! Ah!” the Countess suddenly exclaimed, turning Maxim’s way. “And what scrumptious guests have come to witness it! And who’s this? Why, it’s our darling Delia!”

Maxim leaned back a beat as the large woman bore down on them like a ship under full sail, sweeping Delia up in her arms in a crushing embrace.

“H-hello, Countess,” Delia gasped, looking ruffled for the first time since Maxim had met her, face flushing with a twinge of colour.

“No no no! My star. My muffin! No need for such formalities. Call me Auntie Rose, like you used to! Oh, it’s so good to see you, my darling. My scrumptious sweetling! Here. Here! Let me get a look at you,” the Countess cried, setting Delia down and pushing her to arm’s length, admiring the younger woman. “Oh muffin, you look positively half starved! Has your new master not been feeding you well?”

“I’m fine, Countess. I-“

“Ah ah!” the Countess said, pressing a hand to her tremendous chest and inhaling deeply, bosom heaving grandly, corset creaking like a boiler ready to burst. “Auntie Rose, dear girl.”

Maxim caught Delia sneak a glance his way and blush brighter, clearing her throat. “R-really, Countess, I wouldn’t presume-“

“Oh pish posh!” the Countess declared with a flutter of a handkerchief. “We’re far too familiar for such stuffy formalities my sweet girl. Why, I fairly knew you in swaddling clothes! Or whatever it is that those tiresome men used to make you wear. Ah, but if you insist, I shall indulge you, my sweet muffin. And lo!” she declared, turning the full force of her personality onto Maxim. “This must be the new master of Grimmwald! How do. How do!” she brayed, sweeping up her skirts in a dipping curtsy.

Maxim realized he should probably answer and dropped a shallow bow. “Er, yes. Maxim Volt. Lovely to meet you.”

“Isn’t it though?” the Countess exclaimed, straightening, and Maxim stiffened, catching the calculating quickness in those red eyes. Flighty and errant as the vampiress may have seemed, an intellect sharper than a razor lurked behind that eccentric veneer. Dangerous as a cake hiding a werewolf (a tragic occurrence at a bachelor party Maxim had once attended. Fortunately the cake had been salvageable, even if many of the guests hadn’t been).

“But come come!” the Countess crooned, grasping him by the shoulder and walking him towards the nearby doors. “You simply must join us for dinner, my dear boy!”

“Dinner?” he said.

“Oh no fears, dearies. You’re not on the menu. Though you are simply scrumptious. Mm! Don’t you agree, Triana?”

“He certainly has appeal,” the vampire said, a teasing smile hovering on her lips as she joined them.

A scoff came from the male vampire, who gave Maxim a cold look as he stalked up. “He’ll be dead before the week’s out.”

“A whole week? You give me a lot of credit,” Maxim said drily, instantly disliking the man. And by the sharp glare cast his way, the feeling was very mutual.

“Now now!” the Countess crowed. “Don’t fight, my darlings. He is our guest! And we must treat our guests with the greatest of respect. If we don’t, why, we won’t get invited anywhere! And especially since he is dear Delia’s master. We must respect that, if nothing else.”

Maxim again glanced at his seneschal, who blushed faintly. He noticed Jarrick sidle back and try to engage Delia in conversation, but was studiously ignored, much to the man’s evident annoyance.

Then they were through the doors, and into the most colourfully dour dining room Maxim had ever seen. Silvery chandeliers hung over a long table, illuminating much of the room. Candelabras glowed all down its length, igniting with a flutter upon the Countess’s entrance. Paintings whose dark colours half obscured pastoral scenes and landscapes decorated the wallpapered walls.

People sat around the table, seeming to spring from the shadows as the candles lit up. Vampires and women all, they turned Maxim’s way, and he immediately stiffened under their attentive and hungry eyes.

“Ladies!” the Countess declared grandly. “I have arrived!”

Chair scraped back as the denizens of the room rose and returned her greeting. The Countess giggled. “So polite! Now, this way, my dear boy. Right over here! Sit by me. On my right. And Delia, my adorable muffin, you simply must sit on my left. Oh how lovely you are, my dear girl. Even lovelier than I remember! Every year you get more beautiful. Simply flowering with womanhood!”

“Isn’t she just?” Triana said, sitting beside Maxim, the vampiress smiling sweetly.

“Quite,” Jarrick agreed, sinking into the chair beside Delia, eyeing her with an unreadable expression, but one that didn’t sit well with Maxim.

“And you, my dear boy,” the Countess said, turning to Maxim. “You stole her from us. Naughty naughty!”

“Did I?” Maxim said with a questioning look at Delia. “News to me.”

Delia winced apologetically as the Countess brayed again with mirth. “Oh think nothing of it, my dear boy. I always told Delia she would be a heartbreaker one day. And she certainly broke mine, leaving us like that. Oh, how it wounded me, my dear. A stake through the heart!”

The Countess thumped her impressive chest as the food arrived. Well, Maxim and Delia’s food, which was roasted chicken. The rest of the table only had some fluted glasses which pallid servants poured something red into, and Maxim doubted it was wine.

“I did tell you, Countess, that I would leave when there was a master in the castle,” Delia said. “A worthy one.”

“And you believe this man is?”

Delia looked his way, and Maxim instinctively straightened as she gave a slow nod. “I do.”

“Well well! How marvellous!” the Countess declared, clapping her hands with glee. “I do so enjoy meeting men of drive. Of ambition! Nothing so exciting in life than a man filled with zest and energy. Mmm. Very full,” she said, giving Maxim a sensuous look. “Tell me, lord of Grimmwald. Might you be willing to spend the night in my abode.”

“Well,” Maxim replied politely. “That would be interesting. But I would hate to discuss something like that before business.”

“Oh yes,” the Countess said, again that sharp look flashing through her eyes, her soft lips parting to reveal the hint of her fangs. “Of course. That. I believe Delia mentioned something about it to me when she asked for this meal. Business. Yes. Business.

“And it’s a funny thing,” the Countess purred as her glass was filled with red. Picking it up, the Countess took a delicate sip, and Maxim scented iron. “Mmm. You see, you’re not the first one to call on me recently to discuss… business…”

Maxim felt his stomach reflexively tighten. “Is that right?”

“Oh yes,” the Countess chortled, easing back in her seat, her eyes lidded, calculating as her smile grew wider. “It seems I’m quite popular these days. Triana has recently stopped by with a fascinating offer from a mutual friend. Didn’t you, my little minx?”

“I did, Countess,” Triana replied with a sideways glance at Maxim. “You remember it, right?”

“I do, my dear girl. I do,” the Countess said, lazily brushing back an errant lock of hair. “You see, my adorable Maxim, I have been offered a great deal to see you never leave this manor. A tremendous amount, really.”

“Let me guess,” Maxim said, his grip tightening on his cane as he watched the shadows shift from the corner of his eye. “Chrome?”

“Who else, my dear boy,” the Countess crooned as she leaned forward, nestling her chin in her cupped hands, her red eyes glowing softly in the gloom. “He offered me a tremendous deal of money. More than you could imagine, as well as a place at his side. A seat at the board. Fortunes and all the blood I should ever need. All at my fingertips.

“And all that’s needed is that you die.”

Delia tensed, looking about, and Maxim saw her start to slide a hand into her jacket as the other diners around the table turned their way, watching the exchange intently.

A taut silence filled the air.

And into that silence, Maxim tapped the tip of his cane against the floor, considering his response.

“That is a good offer,” he conceded.

“And what do you offer against it?” the Countess asked.

Maxim sighed and shrugged. “To be honest? Not much.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. In fact,” he mused, releasing his cane, grasping his fork and knife and cutting into his chicken breast. “I’d probably insist that you didn’t seize any citizen from the town and drain their blood. That you’d only choose thralls who were willing, and didn’t prey on the people of the valley. In fact, I’d demand it.”

The Countess snorted, and even Triana looked amused. “You’re not very good at this whole… negotiating business. Are you?” the large woman asked.

“And neither would you be, if you took Chrome’s deal,” he replied.

The air thickened, suffocating with the tension. Only the clink of his cutlery broke it as Maxim took a bite.

“Oh?” the Countess asked, a mild yet dangerous edge to her voice. “I would just be tickled pink if you’d explain.”

“Well,” Maxim said once he finished chewing. “It seems to me that you’d be putting a great deal of trust in Chrome’s offer. But in reality, you must know he hates you.”

“My kind is hardly well loved anywhere,” she noted.

“True. And with good reason,” Maxim conceded. “But let’s be honest here. He doesn’t just hate you because you’re vampires, but everything about you. The fashion. The mouldering aristocracy. The tendency to only work night shifts. You’re old fashioned in every way. A relic. And to a man like Chrome, relics are best left in the dustbins of history.

“No,” Maxim continued, taking another bite of his dinner. “You know you won’t last long when Chrome really takes over. Because you may seem powerful, but compared to him, you’re weak. And growing weaker. If Chrome takes over the valley, he’ll wipe you out the second he doesn’t have to pretend to like you, and then sell your ashes as cosmetics to women and, possibly, as an aphrodisiac. Might even work, too. Either way, your fate would be to join a lunatic robber baron and eventually be snorted up some old man’s nose in an attempt to regain a stiffy.”

“And how do you know this?” Jarrick asked.

“Because Chrome just tried to wipe out the werewolves,” Maxim noted, giving him a wry look. “What makes you think he sees you as any different?”

“We are far different from those curs,” Jarrick growled.

“I agree. You’re even more dangerous, and do you really think Chrome would tolerate any danger to his power? Do you really think he’ll let you keep your independent Vamp Houses when he could open his brothels for all the travellers passing through by train? He wouldn’t even let a seamstress shop run independently. What chance would you have?”

Triana chuckled. “He has a point,” the vampiress noted, giving him an amused look.

“Every now and then,” Maxim agreed.

“Hmmm. Indeed,” the Countess hummed, still resting her chin in her palms, watching him closely. “And what, pray, do you offer us?”

Maxim waved his fork demonstratively. “Same deal as my great uncle had you on. I won’t move against you or kick you out of the valley so long as you agree to certain terms of staying here, and you won’t interfere with me. You can continue to conduct your business, and as long as we stay out of each other’s hair, we can all get along. A fair deal, I’d say. And the best part is, you can rely on me to keep it. I don’t have any ambitions that would see you torched and your manors ruined. Provided you don’t threaten me. So… yes. That’s my offer.”

“Hardly a terrific one, my dear boy,” the Countess observed.

“True. Which is why I also brought this.”

Digging into his pocket, Maxim produced an egg-shaped object of brass and gears. He placed it on the table, its facets glinting in the candle light suggestively. The Countess leaned in, peering at it speculatively.

“Oh how simply darling!” she cried with a clap of her hands. “And how wonderfully decorated. Is it Russian? Oh, but I think it would just look absolutely delightful on the mantle.”

“Actually, I made it myself,” Maxim said.

“My! A scientist and an artist? Dear me. How grand. Spectacular! Oh I simply love it. Adore it, even! But what is it?”

“A solar bomb.”

The words dropped like a dead cat on the table. There was a subtle but notable leaning away from him, and even the Countess’s long lashes flicked. “A what?” she asked.

“Think of it like a miniature sun,” Maxim said. “A bomb capable of producing a light hot enough to fry this entire room and everyone in it. I developed it while trying to improve the deep frying process. The results were… a bit much, unless you planned on charring a herd of elephants all at once. But science is all about finding success in failure, building on them as we climb the ladder of progress.”

Jarrick hissed, half rising from his seat. “So you threaten us?”

“Oh no. No no no,” Maxim said, tenderly running a finger along the brass shell of the bomb, observing how the vampire’s eyes followed the movement. “I don’t threaten people with science. Science is all about facts. For instance, it’s a fact that this little device has the potential to melt every vampire in this room like cheese on a boiler. It’s also a fact that I alone control it. And moreso, it’s a fact that you, Countess, are a forward thinking woman.”

“Am I?” she purred, her eyes lidded.

“Of course. You’re patient. Cunning. And you know that the world is moving on. That Chrome is right. The days of aristocrats mouldering in castles is ending, and has been for a while. There’s a new flavour in the air. But if you want to survive it, it won’t be with a man like Chrome. You need time to figure out what this new world will look like. Time to find a place in it. Settle up, and build your new position.

“And you can only do that,” Maxim said, tapping the top of the bomb. Panels slid open, a sullen humming sound coming from inside along with a flicker of light. “With me.”

“I think you’re bluffing,” Jarrick growled. “You’d kill yourself too if you used that thing.”

“Yes, but if I use it, I can deny you the pleasure of doing me in. I can be a bit spiteful like that. It’s a failing of mine. I am working on it, but not today So I ask you again,” he said over the growing hum as he turned back to the Countess. “What do you say?”

The plump vampiress stared at him, her red eyes gleaming, from beneath her lashes, her face as still as a corpse.

Suddenly, she smiled.

“Exactly right, my dear boy,” she laughed throatily, sitting up and snapping the tension like a wire. “Exactly right. Chrome has little to offer me he won’t take away almost instantly, and I have always got on very well with the masters of Grimmwald. You have my utmost support, my dear boy. That is,” she added with a wane smile, “once Chrome is dealt with.”

“Still hedging your bets?” Maxim asked.

She laughed, bosom heaving. “My dear boy, I haven’t lived this long by being hasty. But you need not worry about me working against you. But neither will I work for you. Instead, you have my word to wait and see which of you two come out on top. And after that… well, the future comes to us. Whether we wish it or not, hm?”

Maxim wasn’t thrilled by that, but supposed that was probably the best he was going to get from the vampires. And it would have to be enough.

“Lovely to hear,” he said, pressing the top of the bomb again. With a dying hum the panels slid shut, and Maxim rose to his feet. “I look forward to confirming it. Delia? Let’s go.”

“Oh? You shan’t be staying for dessert?” the Countess asked as she rose with a creak of whalebone. “Perhaps even heading home tomorrow? Dear boy, the night is dark and terribly full of dangers. And my beds are so very comfortable and full of… well, dangers too. But far more diverting and entertaining ones.”

“They really are,” Triana purred with a suggestive look his way, her tongue teasing along her lips.

“Afraid not,” Maxim replied, tucking the bomb back into his coat. “Delia and I still have a lot of work to do. Places to go. Mazes to make mice run in. Teaching octopi to tap dance. You know how it is.”

“No, but do look forward to learning more about it,” the Countess said, stepping forward as Delia stood as well. “And my dear girl,” she crooned, taking Delia’s hands and squeezing them with a soulful look. “As ever, should you need anything, or wish to leave your mortal existence behind, please do not hesitate to ask. You shall always have a home in my court.”

“Thank you, Countess. For everything. Truly,” Delia said with a quick and respectful bow. “I shall keep it in mind.”

“Please, do. Ta ta, muffins!” the Countess cried, waving farewell.

Maxim continued to smile as he led the way through the manor and back outside. The footmen watched them go with interest and, perhaps, just a bit of surprise as the pair of them climbed back into the carriage. Only once it was in motion did Maxim finally let out a gasp of air, slumping back in his seat.

“Master!” Delia cried, instantly at his side.

“Dear God,” he breathed, wiping the sweat from his brow. “That was pretty damn harrowing!”

“Yes, but you did wonderfully, master,” Delia assured him, leaning over and patting his hand. “The Countess can be a fearsome opponent, but you managed to win her over. Bravo! You truly are the master the castle needs.”

“Thanks,” Maxim said, producing a handkerchief and patting his brow. “I suppose you would know. What was all that about you staying?”

“Ah,” Delia said, flushing a little. “Yes, master. I… I should have told you about that before we came to see her. You see, my lord, when my father… when my father was killed, I went into hiding in the town. It was not a good time for me, needless to say. It was during that period that I was taken in by the Countess for protection. I… I admit, I am not proud of it. But the Countess was a frequent guest of the castle, and had always been quite fond of me. It’s thanks to her I was able to escape the men Chrome sent searching for me. And as I neared my age of majority, the Countess also quite often spoke of, well, giving me the blood kiss.”

“Turning you into a vampire?” he said.

“I did not accept it, of course, master,” she said quickly.

“Why not? Seems like it has a number of benefits.”

“My lord!” Delia cried, looking positively aghast at even the suggestion. “Never. Never! I don’t want to be a vampire. I’d never be able to work for you if I did.”

Maxim gave her a startled look. “What? Of course you would. I wouldn’t discriminate against you just for being dead. Hell, half my favourite professors at the university had a foot in the grave, going in and coming out of it. Dr Galvic would sometimes do both in the same day when there was a good storm.”

Delia shook her head quickly. “No, no, my lord. Not like that. I could never because a vampire sleeps during the day. And so much of the work running your estate and affairs would fall to me during those hours. I could never betray my calling like that.”

“Oh,” he said. “Well, your dedication does you credit.”

Delia preened a little, adjusting her monocle. “Thank you, my lord. Besides, I still want to have a child. Mine is a noble lineage, and a vampire is barren. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than bearing a son or daughter to train to take over my role when I should pass.”

“How forward thinking of you,” Maxim said.

“Thank you, master. Besides, I should also be able to carry your own heir, should it be necessary.”

Maxim nodded along, then he properly registered what she just said. “…Sorry, what was that last part again?”

“About carrying your heir, master?”

“Yes. That one.”

“Oh. Well, very simple, my lord,” Delia said, adjusting her monocle once more, a light blush on her face. “Occasionally, certain masters of a castle or domains have… difficulty with women. And naturally, an heir must be borne in order to carry on the family line. So on occasion, a seneschal will take it upon themselves to ensure that happens. It is a rare occurrence, of course, as usually a master or mistress find themselves besotted by some daring rogue. Perhaps a wild prince or princess, or even one of their rivals in diabolical schemes.”

“Right. Yes. Got it. And have your ancestors ever… well…”

She shook her head quickly. “No, my lord. The masters of Grimmwald have always been very fruitful. In fact, that has often led to some truly impressive scenes of fratricide. Ones that would make the Ottoman court look downright stable! Which is why a number of your relatives have taken up roost in different castles and courts throughout the land.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Excellent, my lord. But Grimmwald was where it began. The ancestral seat of your great house. And now you fill it. And soon, my lord,” Delia continued proudly. “Soon your home shall once more crawl with power. Once more, the name Grimmwald will be spoken of in fear! From the Forbidden City of China to the Destrolobes of the Polar Czars your name will be infamous! You will return the family to its rightful place, my lord. I can feel it!”

“Well, I don’t intend to leave the valley in the dust of progress,” Maxim admitted.

“Of course, my lord! And, naturally, as I said, I am of course eagerly available to carry your child.”

“…I’ll… keep that in mind,” Maxim said.

“You sound doubtful, master.”

“What?”

Delia frowned, though Maxim thought it looked a bit more like a pout. “I assure you, my lord,” she said. “I am quite capable of satisfying your physical and carnal needs.”

“Er…”

Her frown (no, pout. That was definitely a pout with the way she pushed out her lower lip like that) deepened, and Delia rose and scooted over into the seat beside him. “Master, I have been trained in every way to be the perfect seneschal. I am an expert in forms of pleasure known only to myself, my teachers, and monks ensconced in frozen temples up in the Tibetan plateau. And who could know more about pleasuring a woman than an aesthetic man who hasn’t seen a member of the female sex in a century?”

“Yes. I imagine they’d get some… interesting ideas after that,” Maxim said.

“Does my figure not please you?” Delia asked, running her hands over herself.

“No, no. It’s very pleasing.”

“Which part, master. My breasts?” Delia demanded, grabbing the buttons of her jacket and wrenching them apart, baring the firm upper globes of her breasts, clad in silk so sheer and black they could have been spiderweb. “They are full and firm with the summer of my womanhood.”

“Your ah, breasts are lovely, Delia.”

“Then my lips, perhaps,” Delia said, planting a hand on his leg and moving in closer, her brow knit with intensity, her soft red lips plump with her pout. “Are they not soft and kissable? Do you not like the hue of my lipstick?”

“They’re gorgeous Delia. Really?”

“Truly?” she breathed.

“Yes,” Maxim said, his voice grown rough.

Only then did he truly realize the position the two of them were in. Her, already half undressed, leaning close, her lips inches from his.

It didn’t even seem to take a thought. He simply leaned in, and kissed her.

The taste of cherries tingled on his lips as Delia gave a soft moan, a shiver working through her as she leaned against him, her hands on his jacket, clutching it as her soft breasts mashed into his chest. A sudden rock of the carriage had her fall against him, and his arms were at once around her, steadying her and pulling her tighter against him.

“Mmmm,” Delia moaned.

Maxim grunted, his hand running down her flank and along her leg, hiking up the hem of her skirt, his fingers grasping her ass and pulling her further atop him.

“My lord,” Delia gasped eagerly, arching against him. “Yes! Please. More.”

He could do that.

His lips descended on hers again, and he thrilled at the feeling of her eager submission to his touch. Her body arched against him, grinding against his bulge, her breasts heaving as she shrugged off her cloak and pulled open her shirt the rest of the way. His fingers ran along the laces of her corset, deftly undoing them as surely as any master thief. Delia gasped as she was freed, only for his hand to capture her again, pulling her corset away and revealing her full breasts.

Maxim dipped his head, kissing those soft globes. She cried out in pleasure, hands clutching him as he kissed along her collarbone and back to her breasts, his tongue stroking her budding nipples, making her whimper in delight.

“My lord,” she breathed as she eased back in the seat, laid out beneath him, her cheeks rouged and pants escaping her.

Maxim loomed above her, admiring her. A flawless hourglass figure. Beautiful. Desiring him. Her eyes begging for more.

And he provided.

He took her in another kiss, his hand moving between them, finding her undergarments and tugging them down. His hand ran along her inner thigh and his thumb traced the dampness of her lower lips. A whimper escaped her, a sound so strange from the proud and decorous young woman Maxim felt another surge of heat and desire. His manhood strained at his pants, and he leaned down, kissing her neck, feeling the flutter of her pulse and breath as he gently rubbed her.

“My lord,” Delia moaned, fairly clawing at his back, her body trembling in delight. “Please. My lord, don’t… don’t t-tease me more. I… I need it, my lord. I need it now.”

“Gladly,” Maxim growled, kissing her neck again, his hand abandoning her pussy to undo his pants, drawing himself out in the open. He could feel the hot throb of his length as he pushed forward, his tip stroking her lower lips. Delia groaning as her legs wrapped around his waist and pulled him in closer.

He pushed in, and heard the sharp intake of her gasp. Delia moaned, trembling beneath him as he began to slowly saw in and out of her. Fucking her into the seat, their motions aided by the bounce of the carriage as it rolled on. Her body rutted against him, instinct taking hold of her. Urging her to do what she so desired.

“My lord,” she moaned. “Yes. Yes! Master. My m-master. Please. More. N-need more! Fuck me. Fuck me, my lord! Take me. Claim me! Fill me!”

“Is it good?” Maxim asked her, nipping her neck.

“Mnnn! It’s good. It’s g-good master. Oh. Oh it’s good. You’re so good! Please. Please! Just… just a bit more, my lord. I… ah… a bit more!”

Maxim strained not to rut into her like he would Bitsy. But Delia wasn’t like that. He felt like he was handling something far more delicate. Something precious and fragile. Gently he fucked her, his lips drinking in her moans and whimpers of delight. Her trembling arms hugging him close as she rode his cock towards her inevitable climax. He’d make it one to remember. Remember long into the future.

And have her coming back for plenty more.

He felt her quiver with growing need. Her body betraying her true desire like it never would otherwise. He quickened his pace, sawing into her passionately, driving her towards her peak and his as well. He could tell it would be wonderful. Knew it would push him over the edge too.

“Master. Ah. Ah! Master! Yes! I… I… Ohhhhh!”

Her legs kicked with ecstasy, her body quivering as she clutched him tight to her, a wail of pleasure escaping her as she came beneath him. The feel of her firm body trembling with orgasm was too much, and with a heavy groan Maxim thrust into her a final time, relishing the moment of climax as he came in her.

The moment lingered long, Maxim enjoying it as he gently stroked Delia’s quivering flesh. She panted, sagging beneath him at last, and Maxim gave a final kiss before pulling out of her.

“Enjoy that?” he breathed.

“Yes,” she panted. “So much so, my… my lord…”

Maxim chuckled. “Good,” he said, easing back. He helped her up and dressed again, though he sincerely doubted there’d be much mystery what had happened. But given the driver was probably a zombie, he wasn’t too worried. Though he took a slight amusement at the thought of the Countess finding out about what had gone on in her carriage. Probably not the first time bodily fluids were shed in there.

“So,” he asked as he settled beside her, settling the collar of his coat. “What’s next?”

“Next,” Delia said, adjusting her monocle once more, a pleased flush the only evidence of what had happened to her. “Next, my lord, I will depart for Burdenga.”

“You will?”

“Of course, my lord,” she replied pleasantly. “For I must engineer the town turning upon Chrome. But I need to set the grounds for that first. Organize it so the town council will be aware of it, and see the calibre of man who claims Grimmwald.”

“Will you be alright?”

She smirked. “Please, my lord. I have lived under Chrome’s nose for the last ten years. He’ll never find me. And it will allow me to engage in some most delightful sabotage. Soon, Chrome will have no choice but to acknowledge your superiority and either pull out of Burdenga, or come to the table.”

“And that’ll be enough for you?” Maxim asked with a raised brow. “No offence meant, Delia, but up ‘til now I didn’t think you’d be happy until Chrome’s head was bronzed, burnished, and used for target practice at the local latrine.”

A dreamy look swam across Delia’s face. “Now that would be wonderful, my lord,” she breathed, then shook it off. “But I know better now. Besides, seeing him be forced to crawl to you and beg to make peace will be enough. For now. And once word gets out about his defeat here? Well…” Delia chuckled, a flash of old malice lighting up her eyes. “Chrome has many enemies, my lord. I’ll be fine if his head is taken by one of them instead.”

Maxim shook his head in amazement. “You are a woman of many surprises, Delia,” he remarked.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she said with a dip of her head. “I aim to please. Ah, here will be good.”

Before Maxim could react, Delia had opened the door of the moving carriage, tipped her hat to him, and jumped out.

For a second he could only stare, then Maxim lurched for the door and peered out. He managed to pick out Delia’s figure moving into the treeline, but then she was gone. Her cloak sweeping about her as she vanished into the night.

Maxim shook his head again and settled back in his seat. There were some truly strange women in Grimmwald.

But then, he thought with a smile, that was the fun…


Progress Report

The bell above the bakery door dinged as Hemler strolled inside. He idly scanned the interior, toothpick between his teeth and eyes shaded by his slumped hat.

His arrival didn’t go unnoticed. Customers froze where they stood, and once Hemler’s two ‘associates’ managed to squeeze inside and out of the way, there was a dash made for the door. Hemler let them go, his attention zeroing in on the man behind the counter.

He was an older gent, with small spectacles and a jovial paunch that now quivered with fear. Hemler grinned and strolled up to him.

“Evenin’ Orben,” he said, planting his hands on the counter and leaning in towards the fat man. “How’s things, eh?”

“F-fine,” the doughy man said, chins wobbling nervously. “Just f-fine…”

“I bet. I bet,” Hemler said, tilting his head as he looked around the shop’s display cases and shelves of bread. “Lovely place too. But I hear you’ve been thinking about keeping the business. Which surely can’t be true. I thought we agreed that it’d be much smarter to sell to Mister Chrome. Didn’t we?”

“That-”

Before the baker could say another word Hemler had grabbed his head and slammed it down onto the counter. Orben yelped in pain and Hemler shivered in delight. Oh, how he loved this part.

“That’s not how the arrangement works, Orben,” Hemler hissed, grinding the chubby man’s head into the counter. “We had a nice chat, didn’t we? And we agreed that you’d be working for Chrome. I think we did have a conversation about that. I think we had a nice long one. Or did something change there, Orben? Did something become different?”

“I…”

Hemler looked back at his men and gave a nod. One of them swung a hammer, smashing it into the shelves with a splintering of wood and crash of glass.

“Aw, now look at that,” Hemler said with sickening sweetness. “Looks like you had a little accident! Such a shame. You should take better care of your shop, Orben. Or bad things happen.” His grip tightened on the baker’s hair. “Things like me! Got it?”

Orben muttered something.

“The fuck was that?” Hemler demanded.

“You… you can’t,” Orben whimpered. “My shop… been in the family since… since…”

Hemler’s lips thinned. “You talking back to me?” he demanded.

Orben flinched.

Hemler grabbed the cleaver from his belt and slammed it into the counter an inch from Orben’s nose. “I asked you a fucking question! You talking back to me? Are you?”

“Ahem.”

Hemler lifted his head and looked back at the door.

Claria stood there, watching the scene from over the halfmoon lenses of her glasses, and looking very unimpressed.

“Claria,” Hemler grunted, grinding the whimpering baker’s face further into the counter. “Darling. Be with you in just a minute. Just… teaching a lesson to someone who doesn’t appreciate all the good Chrome’s been doin’ for him.”

“How opportune, then,” Claria replied flatly. “Mister Chrome wishes to speak to you. Now.”

Hemler’s scowl deeper. He chewed on his toothpick and considered finishing up with Orben first, but knew the uptight assistant would report that. And Hemler also knew Chrome would not appreciate being kept waiting. Dammit.

“Fine,” he snapped, banging the baker's head on the counter again. “I’ll be back later, Orben. And then we’ll finish this little conversation.”

Wrenching his cleaver out of the counter, Hemler adjusted the toothpick between his teeth and sauntered out of the shop with his men.

Claria escorted him outside and into a waiting horseless carriage. The engine growled and coughed as it surged into motion, racing through the city and back into the factory district. Hemler gazed out at the sprawling brickwork buildings and the rail yards where, if he hadn’t played his cards right, he’d have ended up. Toiling in the choking smoke and suffocating grit of ash for a few ha’pennies at the end of an eighteen-hour day. Breaking his back with shovelling coal constantly into the furnaces while his lungs filled with ash. Hemler had seen the interior of those factories often enough to know he never wanted to be in one longer than a minute. And he usually wasn’t. Didn’t take long to drag out some dumb bastard who thought of advocating for better working conditions. Next time people saw them was usually hanging from a lamp post. Hemler smirked at the thought. He enjoyed making Chrome’s examples very public.

Yet to his surprise, they didn’t head to the Venture Capital, but instead to the main factory and smelting yards built near the train stations.

Claria got out first and Hemler followed, taking a look at the colossal brickwork building. Like most things Chrome built, it was tall and elaborate, with projecting buttresses that shadowed the windows. The sidings were defined by arches that supported what looked like gilt ivy to hide the rusty red brickwork.

Hands shoved in the pockets of his coat, Hemler sauntered after Claria and into the building. He grimaced. He hated going in there, but there was no choice. If it was what the boss wanted…

A guard in the familiar black uniform doffed his cap and stepped back, admitting them deeper into the sprawling building. As they walked, Hemler began to hear a soft clicking sound. It grew louder with every step, like an army of millipedes attempting to tap dance. And hell, Hemler would have gladly walked into a studio of giant insects learning the polka, but he knew too well it wasn’t that. Hemler braced himself for what was to come as the next door was opened, revealing an image out of hell.

Hell was grey.

Hell was dull.

And hell was filled with rows upon rows of men and women hunched over adding machines, their fingers bent above keys and tapping with short, sharp motions.

There were dozens of them inside, curled up before their calculators like shrimp, fingers clicking away, empty eyes shaded by visors. Little light came through the windows, washing the room in a pasty glow that only seemed to make it even more drab, like all the colour had been sucked out of this world of clicks and additions. Tapes from domes of glass fed out on every desk, spitting out figures with a rattling sound, the eyes of the clerks twitching between the ribbons and their own machines.

Hemler felt even his blackened soul cringe from the mechanised misery within the room, and he followed Claria quickly through and to the back where steps ascended to an office. There was a sudden ratcheting chunk as dozens of hands reached up in perfect synchronization, grabbed a handle and cranked it back with a dinging sound. Machines reset, fingers returned to their calculations, and eyes empty of life never once straying from the endless deluge of ribboned paper. Hell, Hemler was pretty sure they never even blinked.

The clacking sound put his teeth on edge, and he was almost glad to make his way up the steps and into the waiting office.

Almost.

Because Hemler knew there was never a good time to be called into the boss’s office. Especially if your boss was someone like Tiberius Chrome. If Chrome wanted to reward you, he usually sent it in unmarked envelopes. So when the boss wanted you in person, it was usually because you fucked up, and were about to hear about it.

This thought was high in Hemler’s mind as Claria opened the door, ushered him in, then closed it behind him.

The office was wide and spartan. A huge window looked down at the floor below, and Chrome stood before it, staring down at the smoky gloom of a foundry like some gilded Mephistopheles. A large desk which was gaudily trimmed with gold sat behind him, a few sumptuous chairs were scattered about, while bookcases loaded with ledgers covered the walls. There was another clicker counter in the corner, rattling away and spilling ribbons of paper on the floor like it was vomiting figures.

He and Chrome were alone. Well, aside from Gurben, but since the spark was sitting on a stool in the corner and chewing noisily on some pills like a cow in a paddock, he didn’t really count. Hemler doubted the man even knew where he was.

Chrome turned and suddenly smiled his brass plated smile. “Hemler! Wonderful. Please, have a seat.”

“Thanks,” Hemler said, and deposited himself into one of the chairs that ringed the office. It took a moment for him to sink into it, cushions so soft it actually became uncomfortable.

“Great to see you,” Chrome remarked as he walked around the desk, still smiling that gleaming smile. “How are the kids?”

“Er, I don’t have any kids.”

“Great. Wonderful. Tell me, Hemler, do you enjoy working for me?”

Uh oh. Boss was in one of his moods. Fortunately, Hemler had very early on learned that Chrome wasn’t really looking for a conversation, but a flat board which he could bounce his own voice off of. Well, Hemler could do that.

“Absolutely, Mister Chrome.”

“I’m a kind employer, aren’t I?” Chrome continued.

There was a bang in the factory, and Hemler saw a catwalk suddenly buckle. A worker on it pinwheeled his arms then fell, screaming, into a vat of molten metal with a sizzle. Several workers paused to listlessly watch before a manager showed up, shouting at them to get back to work.

Chrome didn’t even turn around, instead still smiling his polished brass teeth down at Hemler.

“The kindest!” the gangster said quickly

“A generous one, bringing new industry and wages to the people?”

“Absolutely!”

“And yet,” Chrome said, spreading his hands before him. “People don’t seem to like me around this town.”

“Er, they don’t?”

“No,” Chrome said, his fingers slowly curling inward into fists. “I’ve been having issues. The city council is getting belligerent.”

“How so?”

“They’ve sent… a strongly worded letter.”

Hemler gasped. “No!”

Chrome nodded seriously. “I’m afraid so. Complaining about my men in the city. About you dealing with internal corporate sabotage. About merchants being intimidated to sell my goods and their businesses to my company. About bodies showing up in the river. Why, even the vampires haven’t been returning my messages.”

“You uh, want me to do something about the vampires?” Hemler asked nervously.

“No.”

Hemler sagged in relief. He’d never met the Countess, but he had met her ward, Triana. It had been when the vampiress dropped off one of Hemler’s men who had, apparently, tried to get ‘rough’ with one of the girls at a Vamp House.

Hemler had taken her word for it, seeing as the man she’d dropped off had fit into a shoebox. There’d been a bow on it.

It had also been dripping.

Hemler hadn’t had the courage to open it and find out more, and had tossed the box in the river. Then he’d had a very in-depth conversation with his crew about respecting certain women.

“So, what do you think is the problem, Mister Chrome?” Hemler hazarded.

Chrome rubbed his chin, which gave off a sound like two cheese graters rubbing together. “What do you think of the new master of the castle?” Chrome asked.

Ah! Hemler relaxed. The boss just wanted someone to badmouth the town. He could do that. He was good at that.

“That twit up in Grimmwald?” Hemler said, making a flippant gesture as he lounged back in his seat. “Seems like an idiot.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Didn’t even strike back when I burned down that clothing shop. Shame to do it, though. The owner there was a real darling. Wonder whatever happened to her…”

“That’s a very interesting opinion, Hemler,” Chrome said affably. “And also, completely wrong.”

“Eh?”

“No,” Chrome said, moving back to the window and looking again at the foundry floor. “The werewolves have a new alpha. The vampires are bunkering, and the town is getting unruly. Do you know what this means, Hemler?”

Hemler waited a moment, hoping Chrome would answer his own question. But when the man looked back at him, Hemler realized with a panic that he was expected to say something.

“Uh… er… That I… gotta string a few more people up?” Hemler asked, grinning hopefully. “Always good for making people think twice.”

Chrome gave him an affable smile, but his eyes were lidded with contempt. “No. I don’t think so. I doubt you could at this point. You see, Hemler. It means that Max has been extending his influence. And at my expense. People are starting to think they can say no to me. And the council especially.”

“Should I bust some heads?” Hemler tried instead.

“Again, no. Killing a member of the city council might make things difficult. We want them to work with us. To develop a mutually beneficial relationship. To have an excellent partnership between our two bodies and synergize our interests towards a new, better tomorrow.”

“Er… ‘kay?”

“Yes,” Chrome said contemplatively. “We have to be a bit subtler.”

“Sure. Sure. I can be subtle. No problem,” Hemler said, picking his teeth with his toothpick. “Just tell me who to skin and I’ll do it.”

“I don’t need you to skin anyone. Not yet.” Chrome moved back behind his desk, fanning out the paperwork contemplatively. “No. Instead, I need you to do something else. From what I understand, the burgomaster has been talking to the guild representatives in town, along with many other important people. Going on about backing the new master.”

“So you want me to deal with him?”

“I want him to shut up.”

Hemler twisted his lips thoughtfully. “Mmm. Might be tricky. Clausewitz is liked around town. Knifing him might make some problems.”

Chrome’s fist banged on the desk, making both Hemler and Gurben jump. “Exactly!” Chrome exclaimed, beaming at him. “That’s exactly right. So instead, we just need to quiet him down until I deal with Max.”

Hemler nodded eagerly. “Right. Gotcha. Er… How we gonna do that?”

Chrome leaned on the desk, eying him. “I believe that Clausewitz has a daughter, doesn’t he?”

Neurons sparked in Hemler’s head. He grinned. “Oh yeah,” he purred. “Nice girl. Huuuge… ya know, tracts of land. Eh?” Hemler said, winking and tracing an hourglass figure in the air. “Vavoom!”

“Yes. I believe he cares for her great deal.”

Hemler managed to put two and two together. “Want me to kidnap her?”

“No, no,” Chrome said with a wave of a gilded hand. “We’re unilaterally relocating her for future negotiation purposes to a more secure location to help reduce the risk of unnecessary conflict.”

“Oh,” Hemler said, then pondered that for a moment. “Er, what’s that mean?”

“That we’re kidnapping her.”

“Ah. Gotcha. I… think.”

Chrome sighed with a hiss of steam. “It’s quite simple, Hemler. You see, straight talk does unfortunate things like inform people of what’s happening. We don’t want that. We want people confused and uncertain. If you can prevent them from understanding what you’re doing and acting immediately, you can take the initiative. And once you have the initiative, half the battle is won. He who strikes first strikes hardest.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“I know. But you don’t need to worry about it,” Chrome said. “Just take her and hold her somewhere secure so old Clausewitz thinks twice about letting his tongue wag. And the rest of the council about joining him in. Especially the cheesemongers. If they get uppity it could be a very, very big problem. However,” Chrome added with a clicking, upraised finger, “if we can keep the town nice and orderly until I’m finished dealing with Max, then everything will fall into place nice and neatly. And I do so enjoy things beings neat and orderly.”

“Sure. Sure,” Hemler grinned. “I’ll take reaaal good care of her.”

“Good. Good. But don’t touch her more than needed,” Chrome told him. “I want to hold her over Clausewitz’s head. Not give him more reason to go against the company. We want to be liked. The Grand Chromium Company is a family company, after all. Why, we’ll employ the whole clan! Fathers in the factories. Mothers working the looms. Sons dipping into the smoke stacks as chimney sweeps. Daughters using those delightful small fingers to pick threads out between the snapping gears. Even babies to sort screws! We can keep entire families gainfully employed with ease! Because we at Chromium care.”

“Sure. Sure. Whatever you say,” Hemler nodded. “I can handle it. Don’t you worry, boss.”

Chrome laughed and crossed the room, clapping Hemler on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit! Whatever would I do without you?”

Hire another vicious gangster, Hemler knew only too well. Because despite the smile he shot back at Chrome, Hemler knew that if he didn’t prove useful, then Chrome would happily kill him and use his remains for filler in low quality sausage. For Chrome didn’t see people. He saw components to be inserted into the great machine of his industry. And if one stopped working, they were simply replaced.

And Hemler dearly didn’t want that. He’d seen what happened to things Chrome deemed useless.

“I won’t let you down, Mister Chrome.”

“Capital, my good Hemler. Capital,” Chrome continued, his mechanical hand whirring, his grip tightening on Hemler’s shoulder until the gangster turned white “I know I can count on you.”

“L-leave it to me,” Hemler said tightly. “I’ll take real good care of it. You’re not gonna need to worry about a thing.”

“Good man,” Chrome said, releasing him with another whirr of clockwork joints. “But just in case, I also have a gift for you.”

“A gift?”

“Yes. Gurben has been developing a particular item for me. Something to help make my workforce a bit more durable. And I think you’ll make good use of it too.”

Hemler held out his hand and accepted the syringe injector that Chrome dropped into his palm. The glass bubbled with something green that faintly glowed, and Hemler licked his lips.

“Uh… what is it?” he asked.

“We call it Sandow’s Special Supplement. A growth hormone. A wonderful thing once we get it working. Will give employees the strength and energy to do the labour of ten men! Just think of the potential savings in labour. Why, we can decimate our workforce without a percentage point of lost productivity!”

Hemler hesitated, holding the brass injector and its glowing payload uncertainly. “Is it ah, safe?”

“Of course!” Chrome said affably with another flash of teeth.

“Then why aren’t you using it now?” Hemler asked.

“We are still testing it, but we have great hopes for it.”

“Make’s ‘em big. ‘N strong,” Gurben mumbled from his corner. “Big ‘nd strong ‘nd dumb.”

Chrome nodded along. “That it does, Gurben. That it does.”

“Then, I should use it now?” Hemler asked.

Chrome shook his head. “Oh no no. You see, its effects are still temporary. But it will give whoever takes it the strength to easily deal with any annoyances.”

“Ha! Then I won’t need it,” Hemler scoffed with an easy grin. “Me and my boys can take anyone who tries us, Mister Chrome. Don’t you worry.”

“Capital,” Chrome said. “But just in case, keep it on you. There’s a good man. Now, best of luck, Hemler. I’m counting on you.”

Hemler grinned as he rose and jauntily walked out of the office. Only when the door was closed behind him did he allow himself to wince and rub his shoulder ruefully. God’s sake. Just the thought of those fingers around his throat… Hemler touched his neck and shuddered. He glanced uneasily at the injector. He was no fool. The thing in his hand was dangerous. Hemler was a local boy, and heard stories about those the old master of the castle ‘tested’ his serums on. It rarely ended well. Often, it ended with being spread over a ten-mile radius. Hemler chewed on the toothpick, then shoved the injector into his pocket.

Couldn’t hurt, he supposed.

He hastily made his way down the stairs only to slow, spotting Claria waiting on the steps.

Quickly mustering his normal nonchalance, he doffed his hat with a grin. “Evening, darling,” he said.

Claria gave him a flat look. “Hemler.” Her eyes flicked up the way he came and her lips dipped to a frown. “Is your meeting over?”

“Sure is. Got a job from the boss. Just off to handle it,” he replied lazily, walking up to her and slinging an arm around her shoulders. “But ah, maybe afterwards, you and me could share a meal too, eh?”

Her eyes slid to his face. Like she was picking up a dead insect, she lifted his arm off her shoulder. “I’m too busy.”

“Aw, c’mon. You’re always too busy. You should come by the club one of these days. Place is real comfy now.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What work did Mister Chrome give you?” she pressed.

He spread his hands before him with an easy grin. “Eh, nothing you need to worry about, darling. I’m gonna take care of it. No problem.”

“I don’t suggest you do anything to jeopardize our work in this town.”

“Me? Wouldn’t think of it,” Hemler said, popping a toothpick back between his teeth before sauntering past her. “You just stay beautiful, darling. Let me worry about the rough work. It’s what I do.”

He felt her glare at his back, then heard her heels click as she hurried back up the stairs. Hemler chortled, manoeuvring the toothpick to the other side of his mouth. Ooooh, trouble in paradise. But not his problem. Let Chrome and his pretty assistant verbally duke it out. He knew on what side his bread was buttered, and he was going to make sure it stayed that way for a long time…


Unexpected Guests

Maxim had always been wary of building Bitsy weapons.

Not only because the creation of such devices was a terrible (if entertaining) use of his genius, but also because giving Bitsy heavy ordinance was a crime against humanity waiting to happen. However, given Chrome was apparently willing to throw ravenous chimeras at them, Maxim decided a crime against humanity was sometimes necessary to counter one against nature.

Thus, as soon as he woke and disentangled himself from Bitsy’s amorous embrace, he found a lab and got to work.

And ashamed as he was to admit it, there was something so soothing about building a death ray. Something exciting. Something energizing! To have the tanks bubbling and dynamos whirring. The sparks crackling from his welding torch as he bent over the table, eyes masked behind the tinted goggles. The thrum of dials as they spun and twitched while he welded and forged. Drilled and cranked.

“Is it ready?” Bitsy asked, bobbing near his shoulder.

“Almost. Here. Hand me that heat pump.”

“Right here, Sparky!”

Maxim grasped it, fitted it into the slot beneath the barrel and hooked it up. Steam hissed as he shut the casing, screws whirring as he sealed it shut.

“Is it done now?” Bitsy gasped.

Maxim grinned as he picked up the device. “You tell me,” he said.

Bitsy’s eyes sparkled as she accepted the heavy barrel of the death ray. The body glowed through slits in the steel and the barrel flared at the end. She hefted it, and Maxim admired the sight of the small woman carrying a weapon almost as big as she was. Her hand stroked the barrel and the exhaust grill. Caressed the ribbed metal of the grip and the trigger.

“Oh Sparky,” she breathed, her eyes actually misting with emotion. “It’s beautiful! And all for me?”

“Naturally,” Maxim said, leaning back against the table. “You’re better than anyone I know with a knife, Bitsy. But considering what we’re going up against, something a bit heavier seems called for.”

And that was very true. He’d never built something of such… destructive potential before. At least, not since grade school. His governess had been most impressed. His mother less so when she saw the strip of forest he’d burned down. But when Maxim went out to make a miniature volcano, he always strived for realism.

“Can… can I test it? Please can I test it, Sparky?” Bitsy gasped.

“Of course,” he said, gesturing to a chunk of metal in the corner with a target painted on it. “What kind of man would I be if I didn’t let my delightful assistant test a weapon of mass destruction?”

With a squeal of downright manic glee Bitsy swung the barrel around, holding it at hip height, her legs spread out for balance as she took aim at the target. The ray hummed, the ports along its side glowing brighter. “Best! Boss! Ever!” she cried, then pulled the trigger.

A blast of heat scorched the air with a flash of steam, ripping across the lab and pounding into the metal plate. Bitsy yelped, stumbling back at the kick of the gun before righting herself and gazing in awe at the molten hole melted in the target, surviving metal drooling like warm honey.

“Oh baby,” she breathed, stroking the barrel. “Sparky, if I didn’t before, I definitely love you now!” She took aim once more. “Can I shoot it again?” she asked eagerly.

“It needs time to cool,” he informed her. “And an extra charge. Crank the lever there.”

Bitsy did so, and the chamber of the ray cracked open, a spent cartridge ejecting with a hiss.

“Here,” Maxim said, tossing a new fuel cell to her. Happily, Bitsy slammed it home and shut the gun again, the grill once more glowing blue.

“You’ll get three shots per canister,” Maxim said. “And the best part is, we can recharge the spent ones. Wonderfully recyclable.”

“Ohhhhh Sparky,” Bitsy moaned as she adoringly stroked the barrel. “I love it! It’s so big… and hot… and… hefty…”

“Oh?” Maxim said as Bitsy gave him some very unsubtle eyes.

“Oh yeah,” she breathed, lifting the death ray, her hand running up along the barrel as her hips pressed against the stock, her body fairly grinding on it. “But I know something even bigger… and hotter… and heftier I’d love to get my hands on.”

Maxim grinned and eased back in his chair. “Do tell.”

“Well…”

There was a sudden rattling boom and Maxim looked with annoyance out the window. He could just make out the courtyard, the gate having swung open just in time for a carriage to rip up the path and careen to a halt. “What on earth…” he muttered.

“What is it?” Bitsy asked impatiently, poking her head up beside him. She gasped in sudden delight. “Intruders! Perfect!” she cackled, hefting the death ray and aiming it down. “I could use the target practice.”

“Hold on!” Maxim cried, pushing the barrel down as a familiar rotund figure burst out of the carriage. “That’s Clausewitz!”

“The burgomaster?” Bitsy asked, peering down with a pout. “What’s he want?”

“Well if you shoot him, I won’t be able to find out,” Maxim informed her.

“Can’t I just wing him a bit? He can still talk without an arm. I mean, it’ll mostly be things like ‘arghhh! My arm! Why God, why!’ But that counts.”

“No, it doesn’t. Come on.”

He ignored Bitsy's disappointed whine as he crossed the lab and opened the door.

“Ah, Master,” Moira said from the other side, curtsying. “You have a guest.”

“Clausewitz. I know,” Maxim said, marching past her and down the passage.

“Indeed?” Moira said as she swept along beside him. “Most impressive, Master. Are you perhaps developing precognitive powers?”

“Not likely.”

“Oh. A pity. Your ancestor Dunwin used to get some truly spectacular dreams of future events. Naturally, they all involved vast, interdimensional eldritch squid monsters destroying humanity and returning it to a primordial hell.”

“Is that right?”

“Indeed, Master. But we got some great sculptures of tentacle-faced horrors out of it. Dunwin was quite the artist. Though he did develop a strong aversion to seafood.”

“Smart of him,” Maxim said as he entered the foyer.

There, in the middle of the chamber of aristocratic decay he found Clausewitz in frantic conversation with Delia. Katarina was also there, her head cocked as she listened with interest.

“Clausewitz?” Maxim said as he moved into the room. “What’s-”

“My lord!” the burgomaster cried, swinging about with a face florid with exertion and desperation. Huffing and puffing on his cigar, he threw himself to his knees before Maxim. “Forgive my… my impertinence, my lord. Hr hrmf! I beg of you. Do with me what you will! Trap me in your Organ Grinder Oubliette! Dip me slowly into acid! Feed me to the arachnid alligators. But I beg of you, listen to me first!”

“I’m listening. I’m listening,” Maxim said as he helped the burgomaster to his feet. “Now, what’s going on?”

“My lord, it’s Rebecca. My daughter!” Clausewitz gasped.

“The one with the uh, tracts of land?”

“Yes! She’s been taken, my lord.”

“Taken? By whom?”

Clausewitz’s face purpled with rage. “That bastard Hemler! He took her! I was in my office when he forced his way inside! He told me he had my daughter. Seized her from my very home. Hr hrmf! He said that I was to stop agitating against Chrome, or she would suffer a terrible fate! My lord, I know this is, hr hrm, much to ask you, but I beg of you! She’s such a sweet girl. My pride and joy! And the things that bastard suggested he’d do to her. It… why I…”

Clausewitz opened and closed his hands in helpless fury, then raised his eyes back to Maxim. “My lord, I beg of you. Please…”

“Chrome,” Maxim growled to himself. Then to the burgomaster, “Of course I’ll help, Clausewitz.”

“You will?”

“Indeed,” Moira put in, suddenly at Maxim’s side. “The master would naturally aid you. He would never forgive someone for kidnapping one of his buxom maidens from the town or territory. Not when he hasn’t had the opportunity to ravish them first.”

Maxim gave Moira a look. “That’s really not-”

“Ah!” Clausewitz exclaimed, grabbing Maxim’s hand and pumping it enthusiastically. “I knew you would help, my lord. Hr hrm! I knew it! The new lord of the castle, I told the guildmasters. Why, he’s a proper tyrant he is! He’ll put that Chrome and his crew straight. Yes he will, hrmf hrm! Thank you, my lord. Thank you! Bless your soul! I knew we could rely on you!”

“Yes. I suppose you can,” Maxim said, extracting his fingers from Clausewitz’s sausage grip. “Katarina?” he asked, turning to the werewolf. “Would you be willing to come along?”

The werewolf’s ears perked up. “To kill?” she asked.

“If necessary.”

She brightened, her tail wagging. “I always happy to help kill mate’s enemies.”

“Me too!” Bitsy cackled, hefting her new death ray, stroking the barrel adoringly. “A real test run for this thing! And with moral certitude. Convenient!”

Maxim nodded. “Then, Delia? Do you know where they’d be keeping the girl?”

“Of course, my lord,” she answered at once. “Hemler has made his lair in the former butcher district. He’s converted one of the larger abattoirs into something of a social club for him and his men, and it’s also where he takes those who have offended Chrome. He enjoys interrogating them there.”

Maxim’s face tightened with fury. “I see,” he said, his voice low and dangerous, sparks crackling from his cane as his grip flexed. “Can you sneak in there? Free the girl before everything becomes a hostage situation?”

Delia smiled, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a makeup kit. “Of course, my lord. Provided you can give me enough of a distraction.”

“I think we can do that,” Maxim said, glancing back at Bitsy and Katarina. “Right?”

Katarina grinned toothily and cracked her knuckles. “Yes. We can do that.”

“Oh yeah,” Bitsy purred, petting the barrel of her new death ray. “Definitely.”

“There we have it, then,” Maxim said, turning back to Delia.

She nodded, adjusting her monocle. “Excellent, my lord. The girl will be guarded, but not heavily. Especially if there’s trouble in the building. If you can distract Hemler long enough, I can get Clausewitz’s daughter out of danger.”

“Then it sounds like we have a plan,” Maxim said with a glance at the others. “Ladies? Shall we?”


Butchering the Boys

Night had fallen by the time Maxim and the others reached the Butcher District. It was near the river, where waste could be safely and conveniently dumped to float downstream and be someone else’s problem. The building they sought was typical of its make, looking like someone piled massive blocks on top of each other until they had a slaughterhouse. Dour and yet imposing, the lair of the Butcher Boys filled a corner, backing up to the stone wharves of a dead street. Gas lamps guttered sullenly, casting the whole scene in a strange, greenish hue, revealing the decrepitude of other nearby buildings. Clearly, the presence of the Butcher Boys had not encouraged development in the area.

Life, however, roiled bawdily within the abattoir itself. Muffled voices could be heard raised in riotous song which echoed down the narrow alley where Maxim and the others lurked, and from his vantage point he saw shadows flicker against high windows.

“Is that it?” Maxim asked.

“It is,” Delia replied from close behind him. “Hemler and his men spend their time there, when not terrorizing the populace. The front has been converted to a bar, but the back and the rest of the building remains as it was before. It’s there where he will be keeping the prisoners.”

“Then it sounds like we have the right place,” Maxim said. “Delia? You slip in there and do what you can. Free anyone you find while we have a nice chat with Hemler.”

“Of course,” she said, producing from a pocket a grappling gun. She lifted it over her head and fired. There came a clank from the roofs which hemmed them in, and Delia flicked a switch. With a whirr the cable retracted, lifting her into the air and darkness before she vanished over the edge of a roof.

“Dang,” Bitsy said admiringly. “I gotta get me one of those.”

“Later,” Maxim assured her.

“Hr hrm. And me, my lord?” Clausewitz asked.

Maxim glanced at him. “You stay back. We may need to make a quick get away, and the last thing I need is to save the daughter just for the father to take a stray bullet.”

“Hr hrm, yes. I see. Well, it shall be a pleasure to watch you work, my lord,” Clausewitz said importantly, his cigar glowing red. “Make sure to make him suffer, my lord. Hr hrm. Yes.”

Maxim nodded and beckoned for Katarina and Bitsy to follow. Together they crossed the street, their steps echoing in the night until they came to the thick front door. Looking up, Maxim spotted the shadowy shape of Delia leaping from an adjoining roof and onto the old slaughterhouse. With a nod of satisfaction, he lifted his cane and knocked it against the door.

There was a moment’s pause, then a slat opened with a snicking sound. A pair of beady eyes peered down at him.

“Who’s it?” a voice like gravel growled.

Maxim doffed his hat. “Evening. My name is Maxim Volt, and I’m here to speak with Hemler.”

“You got an appointment?” the figure demanded.

“No. But he’ll want to see me.”

“Doubt that very much,” the man said, and slammed the slit closed.

Maxim sighed. Well, he’d tried diplomacy. But as Archimedes said before deploying his Grecian Screws upon the hapless Roman navy, when moving the lever of the world, sometimes you just needed to brute force things a bit.

“Katarina?” he said, stepping back. “If you would.”

The werewolf grinned, cracking her knuckles as she stepped forward. Reaching out, she grabbed the door and pulled hard. There was an audible crack and snapping sound as she tore it right off its hinges. Ignoring the startled shout from inside she lifted the door over her head and stepped aside. “After you,” she said.

Maxim tapped the brim of his hat in thanks, and entered.

The room beyond was in a bit of an uproar, to say the least. A man had sprawled backwards on his ass, staring up at Maxim in shock. Those eyes marked him as the doorman, but Maxim ignored him in favour of the rest. This part of the slaughterhouse had been converted into a bar and common room, and was currently filled with cutthroats and thugs, all of whom had half risen from their tables, staring at him in amazement. More than a few wore the dark uniforms of Chrome’s security forces. Scanning the dingy place, Maxim cracked the heel of his cane off the floor.

A burst of static blazed from the glass, wrapping around him in a nimbus of lightning, further silencing the crowd. Which meant it was time to ham it up more than one of Dr. Bowdler’s Shakespear reciting pigmen.

“Gentlemen,” Maxim barked, his voice filling the air as he swept back his cloak, a blaze of sparkling static crackling off him like a mantle. “Now that I have your undivided attention, I will repeat! I am Maxim Volt! Master of Grimmwald! And I have come to speak to Mister Hemler about certain matters. And if you all wish to live and not be transformed into cheese, you will tell him his eleven o’clock is here.”

No one moved for a long moment.

“Now!” Maxim roared with another flare of static.

There was a sudden flurry of activity as several men broke from the rest and rushed into the back rooms. Maxim waited, but not for long before Hemler shoved his way in along with a knot of goons. The weaselly Hemler looked like he’d just woken up, his dark coat thrown haphazardly over his shoulders, revealing a white shirt, suspenders, and his sheathed cleavers. His coarse hands flexed in anger and his lip curled in annoyance beneath his thin moustache.

“What the hell is this now?” Hemler demanded as he stalked forward. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Ah, Mister Hemler, there you are,” Maxim said affably, one hand flexing on the tip of his cane, the other sliding into his jacket pocket. “I was trying to get ahold of you, but was having a bit of trouble. I wanted to talk to you.”

“Yeah?” Hemler growled, drawing himself up. “What about?”

“I’m here to offer an ultimatum,” Maxim continued. “It has come to my attention that you have been harming and generally terrorizing the good people of my town. Including taking buxom maidens hostage. Which is apparently my job. Now, I’m not exactly against certain criminal elements, so long as they are organized and don’t unduly harm my people. But you’ve been going a bit beyond that.

“Therefore, I’m afraid I must ask that you and your men depart the town, the valley, and preferably the next four hundred miles. Immediately.”

Hemler gave him a stunned look and then laughed, the sound picked up by the rest of the bar’s denizens, who chortled and grinned, nudging one another with amusement.

“That so?” Hemler said as he took a swaggering step forward. From his belt he drew one of the cleavers, twirling the hatchet-like blade pleasantly. “Do you realize who I work for, eh madboy?”

Maxim waited for the laughter to fade and cocked his head. “Yes. Do you realize who you’re talking to?” he asked, his voice dropping, his smile vanishing. His thumb stroked the head of his cane, the friction causing the glass dome to glow. More electricity sparked off his body like bands of blue light were snaking about him. “I am Maxim Volt! Master of Grimmwald! The Tyrant of the valley and Burdenga!” He flicked his cane up and pointed it at Hemler, its glow starkly outlining the other man’s face. “And I’m giving you this one chance to leave on foot, or in a coffin. Now, which is it going to be?”

The grin was off Hemler’s face. He flicked up his knife, catching it deftly by the handle. “Neither.”

“Pity,” Maxim said, closing his eyes.

And three things happened in quick succession.

First, Maxim flicked the switch of his cane, causing the bub to flare with a blinding white flash.

Then, as men screamed, shielding their faces with upturned arms, Maxim dropped into a crouch and hurled several small, round bombs from his pocket across the floor.

“Get ‘im!” Hemler bellowed past the fingers he’d raised to shield himself from the light. “Kill that-”

The bombs went off, powder and shrapnel bursting in the crowd. Smoke billowed out amid the flames. More screams and confusion ensued.

“Take them!” Maxim shouted, raising his cane and hitting the trigger again.

The bolt of lightning seared through the room, sadly missing Hemler who dropped reflexively. But it did vaporize several other men before exploding against the bottles behind the bar with a keening shriek. A sound promptly overawed as, with a savage howl, Katarina gleefully hurled herself into the milling carnage. Her claws were out, her tail swishing with excitement as she tore into her foes with a flurry of savagery. Men screamed, cursed, tried to fight back, but in the whirl of the melee and the tight space of the bar, they were lambs in the paddock.

And the wolf was in their midst.

“Get some!” Maxim heard Bitsy gleefully cry, hefting her death ray and firing. A beam of crimson light blazed through the smoke and air, blasting a group of thugs into chunks of steaming meat even as they rushed her.

Maxim rose from his crouch. A man suddenly rose up before him, face blotchy from years of alcohol abuse. Maxim added some burn marks by cracking him across the face with his cane, the shock a flash of blue that sent the man flying like he’d been kicked by a horse.

Out of the chaos Hemler suddenly lurched. A cut on the brow masked his face with blood, but when he spotted Maxim a snarl rose to his lip and in his hands were his vicious knives.

Maxim backed up quickly before a swiping blade. The next he parried with his cane.

“Yer dead, madboy!” Hemler howled as he charged in. “Yer fuckin’ dead! I’ll chop off your head myself I will!”

Maxim felt a table knock against his back legs. He pressed back against it, then twisted aside as Hemler swung furiously. The gangster’s blade slammed into the wood with a thick thunking sound, and Hemler pulled back desperately, only to find it stuck fast.

He turned as Maxim stepped forward and punched him hard in the face. The hit sent the gangster flying back, sprawling among the struggling feet of the combatants.

Maxim loomed above him, the glowing dome of his cane pointed down. Hemler cowered, throwing up his hands defensively.

“Please!” he cried. “I have a wife! And kids! You can have them! Just don’t kill me!”

Maxim grimaced in disgust, but before he could do anything someone grabbed him on the shoulder. Spinning around, Maxim ducked a meaty punch and drove his fist into the stomach of the thug who had crept up on him. His opponent doubled over, and Maxim swung his cane up, cracking the man in the jaw. There was a burst of lightning as the added shock lifted the goon off his feet and sent him hurtling through the air and into the bar. Still sparking, the thug jackknifed over and flopped onto the spreading pools of booze and broken glass.

In an instant the liquor caught, fire flaring up as it greedily fed on the spirits spreading on the ground. Maxim lowered his cane and looked around.

By the growing firelight he could see the full breadth of the evening’s work. Bodies lay strewn about, mostly ravaged into pieces by claws and fang. The windows were smashed, and there was now a concerted effort by the survivors to flee.

But he had no time for them. He spotted Hemler and another man racing into the back of the bar and through a pair of large doors. Maxim cursed and followed, electricity blazing about him, warding away the few men left standing.

Kicking open the door, Maxim burst into the slaughterhouse proper. Massive meat hooks hung everywhere amid belts and work tables. Rusty red gutters ran down the breadth of the floor and looming machinery of grinding gears and ribbed iron stood in columns. Maxim spotted Hemler racing through a row of hooks and levelling his cane, Maxim fired.

The lightning bolt seared through the air, but Hemler ducked behind the bulk of an engine. The lightning struck it, discharging across the metal. A heavy choking sound came from the machine as its dials spun in sudden animation and lights flicked on. Chains and saws all over the slaughterhouse shuddered, then came alive with a whirr and rattle of motion.

Maxim cursed as the entire abattoir juddered into activity around him. Saws buzzed and meat hooks rang like bells as they jerked into motion. Avoiding them, Maxim dashed after Hemler at a run.

Turning a corner, Maxim ducked, barely evading a metal pole as it swung for his head. He stumbled back a step, discovering a massive man in a butcher’s apron and wielding a heavy pipe looming before him. Again the goon swung, the pipe whistling past Maxim to bang off a chugging machine, and as the pipe rose for another blow Maxim jabbed his cane into the man’s chest.

Sparks crackled and the goon shuddered, a hand clutching the space over his heart. His eyes bulged then rolled back, the whole three hundred pounds of him toppling over with a thud. Maxim stepped over the smoking corpse, scanning the facility for a sign of Hemler.

“Not another step, madboy!”

Maxim looked up, spotting the gangster on a catwalk. Hemler was glaring, crouched behind a control panel. Below him was the bulk of a sausage making machine, the singing clash of its saw blades whining and threshing. Hemler’s hand jerked on a lever, and with a whirr a series of hooks on the ceiling swung into motion. One of which carried a cage.

“You try anything,” Hemler snarled, again yanking a lever, causing the cage to jerk to a halt over the gullet of the machine. “And Clausewitz’s little piggy gets turned to sausage!”

Maxim eyed the cage. “Will she?”

“Yes,” Hemler snapped.

“Really?”

“Yes!”

“Really really?”

“Don’t test me, madboy!” Hemler snapped. “I’ll drop her I will! So help me!”

“Right. But see,” Maxim said, pointing at the cage. “I kind of doubt that.”

Hemler sneered, then actually looked at the cage.

A very empty cage, whose unlocked door swung with a small creak.

Hemler’s jaw dropped, his eyes bulging.

“So anyway,” Maxim said, lining up his cane with the catwalk and pressing the trigger.

The bolt that fired seared through the chains that held the catwalk aloft. The walkway bounced, then split apart and fell with a shriek of metal, banging onto the lip of the sausage machine’s intake maw. Hemler screamed, clutching the control panel as he abruptly found himself dangling above the whirring blades, his feet kicking helplessly.

“No!” Hemler screamed. “No no no no! No! No! Please! Don’t!”

“How many people, I wonder, have begged you for mercy?” Maxim asked with a cold smile. “Tell you what. I think I’ll offer you the same amount you gave them.”

Hemler yelped as the control panel’s rusty base creaked, screws ripping free. Maxim frowned as he saw the gangster fumble for something in his pocket, pulling out an injector. The man lifted it up, then the control panel gave way.

Hemler screamed as he slid down and into the mouth of the machine and its whirring blades. Maxim winced as the gangster vanished over the rim with a wet, grinding whirr.

Maxim shook his head. Terrible way to go, and couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy, in his opinion.

He suddenly sniffed, the sharp tang of burning wafting into his nose. He frowned and looked up, spotting the fire chewing along the roof, sparks hailing down. Not great…

“My lord!”

He looked quickly to the voice to see Delia emerge from behind some butcher blocks, along with a quite busty young woman in a tattered nightgown, who looked about in amazement.

“Ah, Delia,” Maxim said, smiling at the pair. “And I see you’ve found Clausewitz’s daughter. Wonderful work. Hello, miss,” he said, doffing his hat. “You must be Rebecca. My name is Maxim Volt. Pleasure to meet you.”

“O-oh. Hello,” she said, staring at him with stars in her eyes.

Delia gave a good-natured smile. “Thank you, my lord. It’s only a pity Hemler died so quickly.”

“True. But I…”

Maxim trailed off as he heard something. Or rather, the end of something. He turned slowly towards the sausage maker, which had suddenly gone quiet.

Then, it groaned. A creaking of metal under pressure.

The machine thudded, making Maxim jump as the sausage maker shuddered, rocking in place. A bang echoed as its casing buckled. Another thud split the side with a hiss of escaping steam.

“My lord?” Delia said softly.

“Run,” Maxim breathed as another bang nearly tore the machine open, hinting at massive grey fingers. “Out the back. Now!”

Delia nodded wordlessly and yanked Rebecca away and deeper into the slaughterhouse. Maxim, for his part, turned towards the machine, his cane crackling.

With a sudden bellowing howl the thing that had been Hemler ripped out of the machine like a twelve-foot-tall nightmare out of an egg of rusted steel. He was a massive grey abomination covered in lacerations, no longer a man, though still vaguely man shaped. Hunchbacked, his arms were immense masses of corded muscle, his eyes gleaming with madness and hate. His teeth were crooked in a distended jaw and his legs tiny and bowlegged beneath the immensity of his bulk. More an ape than human, but distinct from both, as if he’d taken a sudden, violent swerve down the evolutionary chain.

He also looked very angry, which was somewhat more important at the moment.

“K-kill… I… I… Killll youuuuuu!” Hemler roared, throwing back his head and bellowing.

“Let’s not,” Maxim said, lifted his cane and fired.

The blast of lightning slammed into the brute, staggering him several feet. But when it faded Hemler was still standing. And, if possible, looking even angrier. He shook off the shock and roared again before charging.

Maxim swore and ducked a massive fist, which instead slammed into a pillar behind him, shattering it and sending chunks of stone flying. Maxim swung his cane and thumped it into the monster’s knee with another blaze of lighting. The Hemler monster roared in pain as his muscles spasmed, his leg giving out under his weight. His backhand however caught Maxim a glancing blow.

Yet that was enough to send him flying across the room in a tumble to crash against a heavy table. Pain burst across his back in a spasm, but Maxim grit through it and forced himself back to his feet. He faced the massive brute as Hemler got his shaking leg back under himself and swung about with another roar.

“Me… Kill… You!” Hemler bellowed.

“Glad to see your wit remains intact,” Maxim grunted, but knew he had a problem. He was in trouble if his cane couldn’t penetrate the monster’s hide.

Fortunately, he had an idea of where to find something that could.

Turning, Maxim raced across the floor and back towards the entrance. The bellow from behind informed him this had not gone unnoticed. He heard the crashing as the monster bulled after him, smashing aside rusting machinery, belts of chains and meat hooks without a care.

Maxim burst back into the common room to quite the sight. Flames were licking all around the room, illuminating it in a hellish glow. He spotted Katarina crouched atop an overturned table, up to her elbows in blood, her fangs bared and golden eyes alive with the thrill of slaughter. Gore dripped from her claws and stained the floor, her victims little more than heaps of shadows about her. Bitsy was nearby, nudging some thoroughly fried bodies with the barrel of her gun.

Katarina saw him first and brightened visibly. “Maxim!” she cried, bounding off the table, tail wagging. “I kill lots! You see? And you? You kill Hemler?”

“About that,” he gasped.

A thunderous crashing from behind him had Maxim spin about and retreat quickly as Hemler tore through the wall, smashing through the wood and stone like it was paper.

“Holy shit!” Bitsy cried, swinging up her death ray.

“The face!” Maxim shouted as he quickly retreated. “Shoot it in the face!”

Hemler swung towards Bitsy with a mad glare. He saw the weapon and the small woman, then bellowed, arms rising for a crushing blow.

Bitsy, for her part, quickly sighted down the barrel and pulled the trigger.

There was a keening shriek of ionizing air as she fired, the blast of crimson light ripping through the room. It hit Hemler in the face with a blinding flash.

Maxim blinked away the spots and stared at Hemler. Or, what was left of him. An immense hole had been punched right through where his head had been, leaving an unrestricted view to the other side of the room.

Bitsy gave a low whistle. “Ooooh,” she said.

Maxim nodded, watching as the immense corpse toppled over, hitting the ground with a crash that shook the room. His eyes snapped up at a creak of timber, the burning beams along the ceiling buckling.

“Out! Out now!” Maxim shouted, sweeping his cane back. “Out of the building!”

Katarina did so, bounding past him and fairly dragging Bitsy out the door. Maxim followed, rushing after them as, with a deafening crash, the entire building caved in on itself, burying the monstrous remains of Hemler under several tons of burning debris.

The heat of the collapsing building spurred Maxim into the street with a burst of hot air. He staggered forward several more steps, spinning around to stare at the ruins of the slaughterhouse. Cinders danced above the heaped wreckage, swirling away into the night as the flames burned merrily.

Maxim exhaled in relief as he surveyed the damage. Shaking his head, he turned back around.

A crowd had gathered while he’d been inside and now watched him in amazement. Tradesmen, townspeople, and dozens of others gawked at the ruins and him. As he scanned them, Maxim’s eyes locked onto Delia. She stood next to Clausewitz, who was clutching his daughter to his chest, sobbing in relief.

“Rebecca! Oh my baby girl,” Clausewitz blubbered, clutching her tightly. He lifted his head towards Maxim, his moustache quivering with emotion. “My lord,” he gasped. “Thank you!”

“Well,” Maxim said with a shrug and a smile. “I only did what any self-respecting tyrant would do.”

Clausewitz nodded eagerly, seeming to recover himself as he looked past Maxim and to what remained of the abattoir. “And… hr hrm, Hemler?”

“Ah. That.” Maxim glanced back at the smouldering ruins. “I’m afraid negotiations went… poorly.”

Clausewitz chortled. “Hr hrm. So I see,” he said, then shook himself and gave Maxim a firmer look. “There were some survivors, master. They’ll be… taken care of if they, hr hrf, decide to linger.”

Maxim glanced at the townsfolk, most of whom had expressions of grim but eager purpose. Yes, Maxim mused. He imagined any Butcher Boys unwise enough to hang around would find themselves very unwelcome indeed.

“Good,” Maxim said with a small smile, and noticing the eyes on him raised his voice. “And let this be a warning to anyone who would dare threaten this town or its people. For this is my territory! My valley! And if anyone wants to cause trouble in it,” he added with a final look at the pyre of the hideout, “then they’ll answer to me!”

Clausewitz’s moustache rose with a proud smile. “I doubt you’ll need to worry about that, my lord. Hr hrm, no indeed,” he said, then waved to the crowd. “Everyone! Hr hrm, if you would. Someone call the fire brigade! The rest of you, buckets if you please! We’ve got a fire to deal with! Keep it contained. Don’t let the whole neighbourhood go up!”

Maxim nodded to Clausewitz and walked past him. Townsfolk hastily got out of his way, and without a word Maxim moved back up the street and climbed into the waiting carriage. As he took a seat Katarina pushed back Bitsy and hopped in beside him, much to the smaller woman’s indignant annoyance.

“I kill most! I get sit next to Maxim,” Katarina declared as she snuggled up against him.

“What? But I killed the monster!” Bitsy protested.

“Still only counts as one,” Katarina said smugly.

“But… I… Ugh!” Bitsy said, throwing herself into the opposite seat in a huff.

Delia rolled her eyes at the exchange, but Maxim noticed her eying the spot as well, even as Katarina’s tail wagged happily. Maxim chuckled and began stroking the werewolf as, with a rattle, the carriage jerked into motion, back towards the city’s looming gates.

“Do you think that will be enough to send Chrome a message?” he asked Delia.

“I imagine so, my lord,” she said with a satisfied look. “Chrome will not be able to ignore this.”

Maxim agreed. Chrome definitely wouldn’t be able to ignore what had just happened. But as Maxim mulled that over, he wondered just what the inevitable reply would be…


The Golden Horde

Tiberius Chrome was having a frustrating week.

It had been four days since he’d been woken up and informed a fire at the riverfront had destroyed the Butcher Boys.

Three days since he’d stood in the burned-out skeleton of the old bar and slaughterhouse, grinding the ashes of the dead between his metal fingers, and wondering just what kind of fire tore people apart as if by a wild animal.

Two days since the town council, led by that fat fool Clausewitz, had come into his office and harangued him about ‘pollution’, ‘kidnappings’, and something about cockney orphans not getting enough gruel. Then they’d even dared - dared! - to suggest he, Tiberius Chrome, needed to get a permit if he wished to continue operating in the city.

Fortunately, Chrome had merely been annoyed by this. For it had also been three days since he had gone to the telegraph and sent out four simple words.

Send The Golden Company.

And now, it was a new day. A new dawn, and from the balcony on the prow of the Venture Capital, Chrome watched as, right on schedule, an immense train like an iron fortress on wheels pulled in with a gust of smoke and acrid spewing of steam.

He sighed, shaking his head with a creak of well-oiled mechanisms. He really wished it hadn’t come to this. Such a shame the Butcher Boys had failed him. The hunters had been hunted. And the vampires failed to live up to their end of the bargain. That bastard Max had put him terribly behind schedule. But in the end, Chrome would win.

He always won.

“Why do people have to be so stupid?” he mused aloud.

“Mrf?” Gurben asked, pausing in the midst of shoving another fistful of pills into his mouth.

“Why is it so hard to understand?” Chrome mused, the rail creaking under his metal grip. “Why do people always try to fight against progress? Against the future? Don’t they realize you can’t? That it’s inevitable?”

“Mrm,” Gurben said, nodding and swallowing heavily. “Ha. Yes. Future. Progress. Words. Very good. Very… mrf…”

Chrome’s eyes drifted piteously to the dimly smiling spark, then back out the window. Men in dark uniforms were disembarking from the train cars, immediately met by Claria, who was examining them critically and noting things down in her ledger. Chrome hissed a gust of steam. He’d rather not have had to bring in the Company, not only because it was expensive, but because it was so wasteful. There were transportation costs. Equipment. Not to mention the risk. But what was business without risk?

“If I can’t buy Grimmwald, then I’ll level it,” he said. “It’s really that simple.”

“I like simple,” Gurben slurred.

“I know you do.”

Chrome straightened and tucked his arms behind his back. Turning, he left Gurben, who barely seemed to notice his master’s departure. Sometimes, Chrome thought it was a shame to keep Gurben in that state. Almost, but not quite.

For Chrome liked order. Predictability. And yes, a spark was brilliant. Useful. Could create such mechanical marvels. Could come up with ideas and machinery that could and often did change the world. Typically by blowing up large parts of it. But predictable? Goodness no. They were mad. Madder than a hatter who’d just gotten a new load of mercury and beaver pelts. But so terribly useful. Once they were properly controlled.

And Chrome had no use for things he couldn’t control. It was bad business. He remembered the old Gurben, going on about his ideas. His eager eyes and shining enthusiasm about pigeons and eggs and amazing things one could do with poultry. And all he needed was a loan. A bit of money. Chrome had seen the potential. Not in the chickens of course. Filthy birds in his opinion. Not at all like the noble duck. But some of Gurben’s designs had fascinating mechanical potential. Thus, Chrome had agreed, and all Gurben had to do was take some pills.

Such a simple ask. Such profound consequences. Gurben had become so much… leveller since then. So much more useful. So less prone to extolling the aerodynamics of hens and the average velocity of various breeds of swallows. Which suited Chrome fine. He didn’t need ideas. He needed product. Delivery. Efficiency. Everything moving on rails and money pouring in. Money made the world turn. Well, power did, really. But what was money if not power? And so much handier than brute force.

And it all came back to Grimmwald.

Yes. He would have Grimmwald, the valley, and control the trade route through it. He’d made deals with the Hundred Houses, the Blood Lords, and more to unlock the potential of the east. But the masters of Grimmwald were different beasts entirely, he’d been told. Even old Lockhart of the neighbouring province had warned him about them.

“Bastards the lot of them,” the spark had growled, steam hissing from slots in his metallic skull, the fluid around his glass encased brain boiling with anger. “Defiant. Arrogant! But powerful sparks. There’s something about that castle. It brings out the madness in them. Makes them better. Stronger! Don’t underestimate them.”

Chrome had laughed it off. After all, he was Tiberius Chrome! Master of industry. Money poured through his fingers. Mountains were carved up at his discretion. Towns lived and died by their proximity to his designs. Engines of progress pushed forth at his command.

He wasn’t laughing anymore.

He heard his jaw whine and realized he was grinding his bronze teeth. He closed his eyes and rubbed his brow tiredly. If only the Houses hadn’t insisted Grimmwald remain intact. They all had designs on it, of course. And were bound by traditions and other things not to simply smash the place. They each wanted it for themselves, but to move on it blatantly would invite enemies to sweep in and war to engulf the region in flames. So no one powerful enough had claimed it, which meant Chrome had tried to play nice. Tried to buy it. The place would pay for itself. The ore in the mountains alone would pay him back easily. And the castle would have been a fine feather in the cap. Perhaps a tourist destination? May as well, once he owned everything else in town.

But then things had gotten out of hand.

Which meant he had to take a slight… risk.

Not a large risk, granted. If it was done fast enough, he could pin the destruction on something else. A rogue spark. A passing Drill Whale. That vampire pirate queen that was giving airships so much trouble. Perhaps even a tunnel collapsing on the latest surface ambitions of the molemen. Something of the sort. The Houses would be displeased. There would be some consequences of financial nature that the board would be unhappy about. But damn them all, this was Chrome’s company. And if he took care of it all in a night, there’d be no time to thwart him.

For if money wasn’t enough to tame Grimmwald, then force would have to be. Unfortunate, but so it went. It would hardly be the first time he applied some… pressure to get what he wanted.

He exited the airship, his footsteps clanking as he crossed the cleared grounds and into the railyard to where the troops were disembarking. As he approached, Claria and Captain Horace turned his way

“Claria,” Chrome said, voice crackling through his speaker as he nodded to his demure secretary, then to the captain. “Horace. How are they?”

“Fine, sah!” Horace barked, his heels snapping together audibly. The man straightened, grinning widely. In his thick coat with its captain stripes, he looked every inch the picture of military efficiency. And he had better. Chrome had hired him right out the army following one of the innumerable little conflicts sparks loved to partake in, and had paid well. “We’re near ready to go, sah! I’ll get them disembarked and geared up in no time, sah! These boys’ll be ready to mobilize within a few hours, sah!”

“Wonderful. Spectacular!” Chrome crackled, his eyes raking the mercenaries as they stood at attention. His gaze lingered on their uniforms and shining breastplates and buttons. The rifles they hoisted on their shoulders in serried lines of death. Their helmets and the goggles that hid their eyes in perfect uniformity. All equipment Chrome had paid for. Men he had paid for.

Money money money money.

But expenses were to be expected. And once he had Grimmwald, it would all be worth it. He would have the only unrestricted route from the heart of Europa to Asia. His mass-produced goods would flood the markets of the orient overland. No need to risk air ships and sky pirates. Yes, he mused, smiling again as he watched several hulking pieces of artillery cogs clank from railcars, ferried forward on huge mechanical legs like insects of black iron and cannon. Yes, Grimmwald would be his. Its people would work for him in the factories. The town would sell his goods to passengers. The vast mineral deposits in the mountains would be mined. The woods cut down to feed the engines and mills and forges.

And the trains.

Oh yes, the trains.

Chrome shivered. Airships were doing wonders, but for the cheap and efficient transport of the most goods, nothing would beat the train. He would own it, he would run it, and it would make him rich.

Rich.

Rich beyond what any man dreamed. Kings and emperors would come to him with cap in hand. The golden fist would be heavier, mightier, and tighter than any iron one. He would prove that. And show everyone what some bastard brought up from poverty could do. No longer would aristocrats be able to ignore him. Look down their noses at him. They’d grow penniless in their rotting manors and castles. And in the end, they who’d come from kings and lords would have to come to him. Him! Tiberius Chrome. Who’d clawed his way up from the gutters. Gone from selling shoe laces on the side of the street to deciding the fates of families with pedigrees going back a thousand years.

And all that stood in his way was one rotting castle, and some fool waiting to be crushed.

“Your plan?” he asked Horace.

“Same as usual, sah!” the captain said. “We’ll approach under cover of night. Scouts form a screen as we move. The artillery cogs will march into place around the castle, load up their weapons, and smash it from afar. We’ll take it no problem, like we’ve done before, sah!”

“Capital,” Chrome crackled, stroking his chin with a scrape of metal. “But Grimmwald has defences of its own to counteract that.”

“Not a worry, sah! I’ll be leading the Sappers in first,” he said with a fierce grin. “We’ll ride ahead and be over the walls, silence their guns and any guard that could resist us without them being any the wiser. Then, we’ll take care of their commanders and leave them headless for the final attack! You just wait, sah! We’ll have that place taken down before you can say ‘free drinks!’”

“Capital,” Chrome said. “Everything sorted out in a night would be ideal.”

“Well, you don’t pay us by the hour, sah!” Horace said.

“No. I don’t,” Chrome agreed. “I’ll follow your progress from above, with the Venture Capital. Unless you have any objections.”

“None at all, sah! And, I presume, you’ll give us the benefit of your weaponry as well?”

“If necessary,” Chrome mused. “Though I would prefer not to be associated with whatever happens.”

“Very good, sah! And not to worry. You can sit back and enjoy the show. The Golden Company will give ‘em a better pounding than a whore back at a barracks, sah!”

“Good man. And see it done quickly, and bonuses will not be out of the question,” Chrome agreed affably.

Horace tapped his helmet in salute and spun on his heel to march back to his men, bellowing orders as the deployment continued. Chrome watched him go, smiling with satisfaction.

Until the frowning of Claria became impossible to ignore.

A hiss of steam sighed from his jaw and he glanced over to his able assistant. “Do we have a problem?” he asked her.

“This is an unwise course of action and use of the company resources, sir,” she noted. “The board has not approved the mobilization, and I predict a ninety seven percent chance that there will be consequences from the Hundred Houses.”

“In business,” Chrome said, adjusting his coat, “you must spend money to make money.”

“It’s unnecessary, sir,” she said. “It would be far simpler to work with Lord Volt. Surely you’ve both made your points, and some negotiation might be possible now. We have much to offer Grimmwald, and our profit margins could easily absorb the cost. I predict if we were to perhaps moderate our position, pay homage to Lord Volt, and scale back our more… exploitive practices, we’d merely take a twenty percent cut to overall profits. Surely-”

“We’re far past that,” Chrome replied brusquely. “Far, far past it. You don’t know these people like I do, Claria. Sparks are vengeful sorts. I’ve defied him, and he defied me. There’s no backing down from this. He’d never negotiate with me now.”

“There are other parts of the company that could use your attention…” Claria proposed cautiously.

Chrome’s eyes snapped to her. “Interesting idea,” he said with a flash of his plated teeth. “And I suppose you’d stay here and run this branch in my stead?”

Claria coughed. “It seems the most practical solution, sir.”

Chrome’s smile hardened and he turned back to the disembarking soldiers. “I’m not about to abandon this valley. That castle. I’ve staked my name on it.”

“You always told me not to mix the personal with business, sir,” she noted.

“And I’m not. This is entirely business,” Chrome said with a grin like a shovelful of gold.

Not that she was wrong, he would admit that. There was an element of the personal, but there was a silent reason, too. If Chrome did back off, he knew there were certain members of the board who would gleefully carve him up like a turkey and feast on the remains. Business was cut throat as well, and he had no intention of ending up on that butcher’s block. Or be replaced by Claria. Yes, the board would love to see him gone. And Claria hadn’t gotten where she had without being ambitious too.

His mechanical hand whirred softly as he tightened it into a fist. Oh yes. The world of business could be deadly indeed. He would much rather take a simple risk killing some lone madman in their ruined castle than have to play politics with the board, not to mention the other companies making gains in the east. Business was business, but there were layers to it. Layers deep enough to hide graveyards of bodies.

“If you’re so worried, then get the troops moving on the double,” he instructed Claria, turning on his heel. “I need to get the Venture Capital ready to launch.”

He heard the disapproval in her reply, and ignored it. She’d do her job. She was good at it, but loyal to the company. Not him. If this gamble failed, she’d knife him in the back without a second thought. Therefore, he had to succeed. Simple. If he won, he would be stronger than ever.

And he would win.

As he walked, Chrome saw a figure slip out of the shadows of a warehouse and stalk alongside him.

Chrome tried not to stare at Ingval. The hunter limped noticeably, his skin blotchy and hairless as an eel. Ingval had stumbled to his office the day after the full moon, badly wounded and so staticky spoons had stuck to him. Chrome had considered leaving the huntsman to die on the rug, but knew there would be a use for the man yet.

“I don’t like it,” Ingval growled, limping along beside Chrome and casting glares back at the soldiers in dark coats and helmets.

“Neither do I,” Chrome noted, not bothering to slow. “And I wouldn’t have had to call them. If someone had done their job,” he added with a sharp smile at the huntsman.

Ingval winced and reached up to rub his moustache, only to remember it wasn’t there and instead tried to play it off by scratching his cheek. “I’m not to blame for that,” he said gruffly. “But I’ll have the bastard next time. I’ll get him yet! Him and those wolves!”

“Ingval. Ingval!” Chrome replied jovially as the gate to the airfield was opened by some guards. “You had your chance. And you wasted it. So instead, you’re going to lead the Golden Company up to the castle and the best positions to level that place.”

“If you gave me more hunters-”

“Do a good job, and I’ll consider it,” Chrome interrupted, cutting the huntsman with a glance. “Not before. The castle goes first, along with Max. Now get moving.”

With a scowl and a twitching of his eye, Ingval twisted about and stalked off to obey. Chrome sighed, adjusting his coat as he strode up into the Venture Capital, feeling the floor subtly thrum with the starting of its engines.

By tomorrow, nothing would stand in his way. And that was the wonderful thing about tomorrows.

They were always a new dawn away.


The Beginning of the End

Maxim was surprised to discover that Katarina was exceedingly good at chess.

“Haha!” the werewolf crowed, snapping forward her bishop. “Check!”

“Dammit!” Bitsy swore, glowering at the board like it was personally responsible for her situation. She bit her fist, eyes darting about the woefully small cluster of white pieces remaining to her while the black crowded in on every side.

“You are readying to give up?” Katarina asked, lounging back in her chair, her tail wrapped around herself like a sumptuous pillow while she smirked down at Bitsy. “You are surrounded. No more outs! Queen is gone. Castle is gone. All gone.”

“Never!” Bitsy bit out. “I’m not beaten yet. I’ve still got my knights and with their help, I’m going to be the one sharing Sparky’s bed tonight.”

From the other side of the study Maxim glanced up from his book. “That’s what you two are playing for?” he asked.

“What bigger prize is there?” Katarina said with a shrug. “Not that it matters. Even if angry one has horsies, I have all but won!”

“Like hell you have!” Bitsy snapped back.

“Soon, your king will be mine,” Katarina chortled, picking up a captured white queen. “And I will be enjoying my prize very much! Perhaps I will have Maxim start me off by stroking me with queen, eh? Little nubs on crown could feel very good, eh?”

Maxim did his best to ignore the way Katarina was looking at him, her tongue teasingly rolling about the tip of the chess piece, all but sucking it off before him. He rolled his eyes, but did cross his legs to hide the effect the sight was having on him.

“You should have challenged her to poker,” he informed Bitsy instead.

“Why?” Bitsy said, her green eyes instantly alert, the electrodes pinning her hair giving a soft buzz.

Katarina flushed slightly. “Is not important,” the werewolf huffed.

“Is she bad at it?” Bitsy pressed, a grin growing on her impish face.

“I am great at it!” Katarina barked.

“I literally won the pants off you,” Maxim observed.

“O-only because I wanted you to,” Katarina said, her ears folding as she blushed hotly.

Maxim chuckled. Though he didn’t doubt that Katarina hadn’t been too broken up by losing the game, along with every stitch of clothing she had on, he knew she was lying. Powerful though the werewolf was, she was terrible at hiding her emotions. Between her ears and tail, he’d thoroughly dominated her at the table. And then in the bed, which had been even more diverting.

“Ha! Sparky beat you?” Bitsy cackled, wriggling in the deliciousness of that revelation. “Guess you’re not the best at everything, huh?”

“I am still beating you at chess!”

“Are not!”

“Then what are all these?” Katarina asked with a sweeping gesture at the white pieces arranged before her.

“Those? Those are… are just ploys! A part of my devious plot that you walked right into.”

“Then spring trap, little lab rat.”

“What did you call me, puppy?”

“Puppy!”

Maxim massaged his brow. The shouting was moving quickly into table-flipping territory. But should he intervene? That was the question. He wasn’t sure he wanted those two turning on him. Having them at each other’s throats was bad. But worse would be uniting them against a common foe.

“Master?”

Maxim gave a start and turned from the bickering women to find Moira suddenly looming beside his chair.

“Yes?” he asked, for once glad for his maid’s interruption.

“There is a guest at the front who wishes to speak to you.”

“Who?”

“Miss Rathbone, my lord,” Moira replied.

“Oh?” Maxim frowned, wondering just what was going on. Delia had been hanging around Burdenga for the last few days, cleaning up the last of the Butcher Boys and working with the town council. He’d been waiting for a message from her about Chrome’s next move, but nothing thus far. Which was concerning since he needed to know before he decided what came next. Not that it stopped the women around him from offering ideas. Bitsy especially had some interesting ones, which mostly involved lobbing ordinance or tinkering with the DNA of giant ants. Other less mad proposals had gone from blowing up factories to derailing Chrome’s trains, which he’d vetoed. That kind of infrastructure would be valuable, and even if the townsfolk hated Chrome, they appreciated the convenience of the services. No one wanted to go back to it taking three weeks in a carriage while fighting off bandits, wolves, werewolves, and the odd rogue abomination to visit the next town over.

“She implied it was most urgent,” Moira said. “And involves Mister Chrome.”

That got Maxim’s attention.

Among others.

“Chrome!” Katarina snarled, breaking off her barking match with Bitsy. “What about him?”

“Good question,” Maxim said, setting aside his book and rising. “Let’s find out. Moira?”

“This way, my lord.”

Maxim hurried after the maid, who despite seeming to never move faster than a dignified stride, easily kept ahead. And probably would have even if he’d been running full pelt, he suspected.

She soon led them into the grand foyer of Grimmwald, opening the doors to reveal the humming gothic grandeur of that vast chamber, and more importantly the woman who waited within.

Delia turned sharply at their arrival, and Maxim immediately felt a tingle of alarm at the sight of her. Her face was pale, her expression exhausted. Her cloak looked stained and worn, her hood thrown back revealing hair normally perfectly coiffed now in a tangled black mess.

“My lord,” she said, dipping into a light curtsy.

“Delia?” Maxim said in alarm as he hurried towards her. “What’s going on?”

She rose, her expression grave and tense. “We have a problem.”

“What?”

“Chrome brought the Golden Company to the valley.”

He cursed. So much for negotiating with the bastard. “How many?”

“Practically an army. They disembarked from the train with almost a dozen artillery cogs, and have been forming up inside the rail yard. They’ll be marching by sundown, and I can only think of one target he’d spend so much money to take down.”

Maxim felt a chill seep through him at those words. “You mean…”

“Yes,” she said. “They’re coming for Grimmwald.”

“Oh hell,” Bitsy gasped, which about summed up Maxim’s thoughts on the matter. She looked at him. “Do you think we can fight them off?”

“We’ll have to try,” Maxim grunted, his mind racing. “They’ll try and strike tonight. They have to. They can’t give us time to prepare. Who knows what defences we might cook up if they did.”

“Grimmwald may be battered, master, but far from defenceless,” Moira said.

“Maybe in my uncle’s time,” Maxim replied. “But this place is practically falling apart. A strong sneeze could blow down the doors, let alone the military grade cogs Chrome’s probably bringing up.”

“Then, the plan, Sparky?” Bitsy asked worriedly.

Maxim raised his head, seeing the three women staring at him. He also felt a number of other eyes. He looked up and around, spotting the gleaming reds of Gremlin eyes looking expectantly at him.

Maxim stood taller.

That was right.

He was the master of Grimmwald.

The defence would fall to him. To lead. To fight!

And he would.

“They’ll have to march up the road,” he said, mind racing, practically sparking with thought. “The forest is too thick for those cogs to get through, and they won’t want to risk finding out what’s lurking in the woods. Katarina?”

She perked up, her canine ears flicking and her tail lashing. “Yes?”

“I want you to show them what’s out there. It’ll be dark. It’ll be hard marching. And they’ll have to come in a column. Can your pack harry them on the way?”

The werewolf blinked, then grinned viciously. “Say word,” she growled, her fingers flexing into claws, “and they never even reach castle gates!”

“Then you have it,” Maxim said. “Tear them to shreds! Teutoburg style. And any who do make it to the gates, Moira?”

“At your service, master,” she said, one hand to her breast as she bowed subserviently.

“You and the gremlins guard the walls and gate. Don’t let anyone get inside the keep! The defences might not be in great condition, but they’ll have to do.”

“It shall be done, my master.”

“Good. And also? Give the werewolves explosives. Anything we have that might be able to take down those cogs.”

“You give bombs?” Katarina said, then grinned savagely. “This be real fun!”

“And me, Sparky?” Bitsy asked.

“You and Delia will be helping me,” Maxim said.

“Of course, my lord,” Delia said, straightening sharply, all but throwing a salute in her readiness. “Command me. Whatever it takes, you will have it. Drain my blood if you need to!”

“I don’t.”

“The offer remains on the table.”

“Right. Yes. But we’re aiming for all of us to keep as much blood inside our bodies as possible,” he informed her. “And for that, we need to prepare for the real attack.”

Delia’s brows furrowed. “Real attack?”

“Yes,” Maxim said, turning towards a window, glowering at the dark clouds that seethed outside, rumbling with thunder. “Chrome isn’t the kind of man to take chances. And when I was aboard the Venture Capital for his party, I saw the sorts of weapons he had on that thing. Even if we crush his army, he’ll still have his airship, and with it, he’ll be able to level the castle.”

Understanding dawned in Delia’s eyes. “I see,” she breathed. “You’re right, my lord! We must prepare!”

“Exactly. But I don’t have anything that can shoot that thing out of the air!”

“Incorrect, master,” Moira put in.

Maxim whirled on the maid. “I do?”

“Naturally, sir,” she replied primly. “There is the Disintegrator Mark 4. The Doombays filled with explosive bats. And, naturally, the Automated Anti Pigeon Device.”

“I see,” Maxim said, reality quickly catching up to his initial enthusiasm. “And how many are working?”

“They are all in need of extensive repairs, of course,” Moira replied. “But we do have them, and can get them running within the week.”

“Perfect,” Maxim groaned, turning grimly to the window. He glowered out the glass, staring across the sloping roofs and forest of minarets that peaked the castle’s many towers. As he did, a flash blazed through the dark, a bolt of lightning striking a lightning rod with a crackle of sparks that streamed down the wires like snapping bull whips.

The wires…

“Moira?” he began slowly. “Where does the electricity go?”

“Go, master?”

“Yes,” Maxim said, glancing back at the monochrome maid. “Ever since I got here, I’ve seen lightning strike the towers probably a dozen times every five minutes. But that much electricity can’t be just used to power the light bulbs or the combination toaster and torture rack. Where does the excess power go?”

“Into the batteries throughout the castle, of course,” Moira replied promptly. “Your great uncle greatly expanded the system. He was deeply afraid of the dark, and couldn’t bear the thought of the power going out and the lights dying. The excess is then dispersed through the ground.”

Maxim felt a tremble of excitement. The spark of an idea. “That’s it,” he breathed.

“Master?” Moira asked.

“That’s it!” Maxim cried, rounding on them. “We have it! Yes. Yes! I can reverse the charge and send it back up and out of the lightning rods! We need to alternate the current. Feed it into a higher tower! We can charge a weapon to take down his damned airship!”

“Brilliant, Sparky!” Bitsy cried, jumping to her feet with a clap of delight. “Ha ha! Now that’ll be a light show. But uh, how?”

Maxim flung out his hand imperiously. “We need to rewire every cable in this castle. Load up every transformer and rig them together! Get the gremlins to work. Have them threading those power cables up to the highest tower lab! Bring me every bit of copper wiring and insulator we’ve got. If Chrome dares come to my castle, then I will show him his error. I’ll show him what it means to challenge the Master of Grimmwald. Yes!” he roared, his voice ringing in the rafters as he swept his cloak about, a thunderclap crashing in the distance. “We’ll give that brass plated bastard a welcome he’ll never forget! Ha ha. Ah ha ha! Mwa ha ha ha ha!”


The Convoy

With a sound like the drumbeats of hell the Golden Company marched through the dark. They moved in tight formations, their step timed precisely to keep their ranks together in the secretive night. With creaks the great artillery cogs plodded among them. Iron monsters of smoke and battle, their crews swayed from the platforms built behind the cannons while exhaust pipes spewed their smoke.

Ingval didn’t like it.

The hunter glowered, lens whirring as he watched the snaking column from atop his horse. No, he didn’t like it at all. Especially not with the storm brewing. He looked up again as a flash of lighting split the sky, outlining the dark bulk of the Venture Capital high above them. Watching their progress. Lurking out of range of danger. His eye again slid down to where lights blinked up the road and in the woods. Scouts flashing signals back to the columns to mark the all clear. He grit his teeth and caught himself reaching up to stroke his now absent moustache.

Thunder boomed again. Ingval sniffed the air. Rain would be coming down soon. That would slow the troops more. He grunted to himself, fingering his carbine uneasily. But there was something about the woods tonight. Something he didn’t like…

Muted conversation came from behind him and he glared back. A cluster of officers were grouped up in a knot, speaking to each other as they watched the column march by. Aides fluttered from them up and down the column, relaying orders and reports.

In their centre was Lieutenant Dorrin, who had been given command for the mobilization. Ingval ground his teeth. Arrogant little shit. Again Ingval looked up at the hills and forests. The blink of the lights.

But was it just him? Or were the signs… off…

He frowned, caught himself drumming his fingers on the carbine again. The earth shook as an artillery cog stomped by, its legs whirring as it crawled up along the narrow road. Ingval swore and pulled on the reins of his horse, pushing it back towards Dorrin and his men.

“Ah,” Dorrin said snidely as Ingval moved up to the officers. “Our illustrious hunter joins us at last. Now then, we’re nearing position where you said the cogs could deploy. I want you to-”

“Hang it,” Ingval spat, hunching in his cloak. “Listen. I think we’re walking into a trap!”

The Lieutenant arched an eyebrow. “A trap? And how do you figure? Did the scouts report something?”

“No,” Ingval admitted. “And that’s-”

“Then why are you bothering us? Look at that place,” he said, motioning at the distant bulk of the castle as another bolt of lightning illuminated it. “Not even a shot fired from the walls! They’ve no idea we’re coming.”

“Listen to me you fool!” Ingval barked. “These woods are filled with werewolves. I think they might be out and about!”

“Oh, werewolves is it?” Dorrin sneered. “Werewolves are out, eh? Ha! Guess the operation better get called off, eh? We all go back to the barracks and have a nice drink, eh? Try again tomorrow because some curs are out and about?” The lieutenant leaned over and spat into the dirt. “Look around you!” he barked with a sharp gesture at the column marching on ahead. “We’re the Golden Company! We’ve faced wild werewolves before. Sure, silver puts ‘em down fast. But blow big enough holes in ‘em and they’ll not get back up. Besides, just fangs and claws? Maybe some pistols? Please. We’ve got cogs and even a few monsters in the Company.”

“You don’t know these wolves,” Ingval retorted. “They’re cunning. Clever! I think they’re out there. Up to something. Something depraved! I can feel it!”

“Oh, feel it? How convenient. Well then, go get us some proof. Check in with the scouts if you’re so sure.”

Ingval cursed the man’s stupidity as the lieutenant turned back to the other men. The huntsman yanked on his horse’s reins, urging it about and into motion away from the officers.

The damp soil thumped under his horse’s hooves as he deftly rode up the marching column and past it. The trail narrowed yet further, then widened. He passed cliffs and climbed along the sudden uphill track.

And as he did, his worries grew.

He should have run into the first scouts by now. He knew it. But the flickers of the lamps continued on ahead among the crags and trees. Ingval reflexively slowed his horse, its hooves clicking on the rocky trail. Only the distant boom of thunder broke the silence.

Ingval moved even more cautiously. He grabbed his carbine and swung it down as his steed snorted, tossing its head and skittering.

“Easy now. Easy,” he grunted, stroking its neck even as he peered into the dark. His lens whirred again, peering up the road into the rocks as he moved slowly onwards. A sudden rumble shook the heavens, and the storm broke, rain pouring down like someone had disembowelled the sky. Lightning again snapped through the sky with a distant rumble.

And flashed off something lying in the road.

Ingval froze. His lens whirred, zooming in on the object. An abandoned helmet.

And just beyond, a splash of red.

Ingval stared in horror, then caught another flash of a lamp flicking from deeper in the woods.

“Oh no,” Ingval hissed.

A sudden explosion behind him lit the night. Ingval’s head swivelled about towards the Golden Company as the flames billowed up. By the light he saw the dark column waver as men milled with confusion in the sudden hellish glow.

Then another explosion.

Another.

They ripped down through the line of men and cogs, tearing apart formations. Men screamed and hurried about in panic as officers bellowed. Trying to instil order and calm the growing panic.

But then the howls rolled out of the woods. Low and rising. Joined by dozens more. Sounds lifted in a mournful cry that tightened a frozen fist around Ingval’s chest. He sat up sharply in the saddle, staring.

And watched in horror as shapes boiled out of the treeline below.

Tall. Loping. Fast and bulky, they weaved around trunks like a dark wave. The light of the flames flashed off fur and muscle. Shouts of surprise and alarm rippled up the remaining column as the werewolves hurled themselves onto the battered ranks of the Company. Frantic shots of rifles barked through the darkness.

The huntsman stared as chaos roiled the scattered column. Guns fired from the ranks of the Golden Company, the flare of powder lighting up the battle. Men were screaming. Dying. The rending of flesh and bone mingled in. Dark forms flooded from either side of the path.

Another boom made Ingval look about as one of the cogs teetered on its legs, the walking artillery flailing as it fell. Another explosion ripped through it, the flare illuminating a scene of nightmares as its crew were torn apart, the huge forms of their bestial slayers bristling in the light as they leaped from the cliffs and onto the gun platforms, ripping into the helpless troopers, the cannons of the cogs useless at such range.

Ingval swore and spurred his horse back down the trail and towards the chaos. With every beat of its hooves he drew nearer and the Company disintegrated more. Ranks of men were down, but now survivors clustered up into knots of soldiers. Walls of men and rifles faced the wolves, and as he watched a cluster of shots sent one of the wolfmen crashing to the earth to lie, unmoving, in the glow of the flames.

But there were more.

So many more.

Ingval burst into the battlefield and swung about his carbine, setting it to his shoulder. The lens of his eye whirred as it focused, bringing the scene up into sudden relief as a hulking werewolf smashed into a knot of soldiers. The men screamed as the beast tore through their midst. Bayonets flashed as they tried to stab, but with their ranks broken more werewolves tore into them.

Ingval fired as a wolfman tossed aside a screaming soldier like a broken toy. The kick of the carbine slamming into the huntsman’s shoulder, and the werewolf spun around and fell, lying unmoving on the ground.

Ingval rode through the battlefield to find the officers clustered up near the wall of the cliff, rifles bristling around them as soldiers massed in three ranks, firing frantically to keep the snarling monsters at bay. Dorrin stood at the rear, his sword drawn and pistol firing as he bellowed orders. Ingval forced his horse through and to the man.

“The scouts are dead!” Ingval shouted over the screams and detonations of ammunition.

“We have bigger damn problems right now!” Dorrin snarled back as he fired. Every man flinched as another explosion ripped through another artillery cog, the machine groaning as it swayed on its legs before toppling with a thunderous crash, the wreckage blocking the way back down the road.

Ingval and Dorrin stared in horror at it. Then Dorrin shook it off, waving his sword above his head. “Form up!” he shouted above the snarl of battle. “To me! To me you bastards! Form up you sons of-”

A silver bulk hurtled out of the night, jaws locking onto Dorrin’s throat mid command and dragging the man from his horse with a scream choked on blood. Ingval jerked around and fired twice, but only succeeded in hitting the lieutenant’s horse, blowing massive holes in the animal and sending it flailing and whinnying to the muddy ground.

The silver werewolf landed, taut, tense, facing the huntsman. In her jaws hung Dorrin, arm hanging limply, still clutching his sword but his eyes unseeing as his blood poured from between the werewolf’s teeth.

Ingval’s eyes locked with those of the werewolf, and he saw the depth of her hate in those golden discs. Wordlessly, the huntsman lined up another shot, his jaw tightening.

The screams of the soldiers around him yanked his attention back. The ranks dissolved as a wave of werewolves slammed into them, tearing through with sheer bulk and momentum. Some of the wolfmen wielded swords or axes, and these weapons cleaved through flesh like paper, the monsters ignoring the frantic fire of the rifles and stabs of bayonets. Men broke, retreating, fleeing, to little avail.

For a moment Ingval hesitated, but he knew the battle was lost, and he would soon be too. Hate warred with his mission. His finger twitched on the trigger.

And instead he turned, spurred his horse, and drove it through the chaos towards the forest.

A furious howl sounded behind him, but he didn’t turn. As he plunged through the battlefield he passed a blazing cog. A snarling form hurled itself off the ruin and at him. The huntsman fired desperately, the heavy round slamming into the werewolf and sending it spinning past him to lie unmoving in the mud. Several surviving Company soldiers ducked out of his way and, with a whinny, his horse plunged into the towering pines.

The rain lashed him as his horse thudded through the foliage, branches whipping his face and mud splashing at his heels. With one hand he clutched the reins. The other held his carbine tight.

Howls of pursuit had him twist and see flashes of movement streaking after him. The gleam of hungry yellow eyes following him. He lifted his rifle about one armed and fired, the retort lost in the crash of the storm, the flash of the barrel briefly illuminating the racing wolves. A dozen? More? He couldn’t be sure. He fired again, again, his aim thrown by his steed’s mad dash into the forest.

So intent on his pursuers, he barely paid a second’s attention to what was before him, and only became aware of the branch when it slammed into his ribs, ripping him from his saddle and sending him tumbling to the muddy earth.

Spitting, scrambling, Ingval struggled to his feet. The black forest closed around him. A huge rock was behind him. His head spun, his chest throbbed with agony.

A snarl bore down on him. A shape flickered in the corner of his eye. Ingval whipped about and fired. A howl of pain erupted as a dark furred werewolf fell at his feet unmoving.

Ingval hissed, baring his teeth, retreating slowly until his back was to the boulder. Another crash of the storm above illuminated the dark. Among the trees around him were shapes. The light faded.

But the eyes remained.

Glowing.

Burning.

Drawing closer.

Ingval raised his rifle, his lip leering with the cut of his scar. His eye twitching as the wolves slowly stalked closer. Closer. Paw over paw. One led the way. Silver fur rippled down her body. Her fangs were red and her eyes glowed hot as gold. Hot with hate. With wrath.

She growled, low and deep as the pack followed her. Over a dozen huge wolves closing in slowly. Tightening the noose around the huntsman.

Grinning viciously, Ingval raised his rifle, aimed between the silver one’s eyes, and pulled the trigger.

Click.

Ingval’s lip twitched. He pulled again, and once more the empty click.

A chuckle left the huntsman.

Laughter.

He belted out mad mirth as he faced down death in fang and claw.

“Alright then!” the hunter cried, flicking a switch on the rifle’s stock. With a snicking sound a bayonet blade swung up, locking into place under the barrel as he adjusted his stance, holding the rifle like a spear as he faced off against the circle of wolves. The blade glistened silvery in the rain that pounded down around them. “Come on! Come on, ya bastards! I’ll show you how Ingval Wessen dies!”

Another peal of thunder broke the heavens, the scene stilled like a photo’s flash.

The light faded.

Movement exploded in the dark.

Steel and fang blurred. Flesh tore along with a scream of mad defiance lost in a sudden gurgle of blood and agony.

And then bloody jaws lifted, and a howl rose from the darkness of the woods, joined in a mournful chorus that filled the night, echoing over the boom of explosions and screams of men.

The triumphant call of the wild.

. . .

“Sounds like trouble in the convoy, sir.”

Horace turned from the wall they’d been scaling and glanced back at the forest. He squinted, picking out the glow of fires, and the distant sound of gunfire.

“They’ll handle it,” he said simply, turning back around and continuing to climb. He was eager to get the job done. It had taken longer to scale Grimmwald’s walls than he’d anticipated. The rain pounded down, turning the stones slick. But that was fine. In his experience, men were less likely to be alert when it rained. They’d be hiding in towers and out of the miserable weather. Blind to him and his men coming to say hello. He grinned. Another payday easily earned. Unless the castle had some of those Bumble Bombs. Those things were awful.

He shook his head ruefully. Sparks. Couldn’t have a simple war. Always had to throw monsters, or mad cogs, or gunheads into the mix. To hell with the lot of them.

He reached the battlements and peeked over, glancing about. They were empty, the grim bulks of artillery works hulking like iron gargoyles in the gloom, gleaming in the rain. No gunners.

Odd.

But then, Claria had told him the castle lacked personnel to fully man the defences. Almost a shame for it to be so easy, but Horace would never say no to easy money. He slung himself over the teeth of the battlements, a knife in one hand, a pistol drawn by the other. He crouched, eyes scanning the gloom. It was an imposing castle, he’d give it that. The minarets climbed high, lightning spitting down, sparking off metal rods clawing crookedly into the night.

Still no guards.

Horace felt his earlier enthusiasm drip away. He didn’t like the castle. Something about it unnerved him. It felt like the windows were watching him as he waved his men over the wall. Even the stones felt somehow wrong under his feet.

“Secure the stairs,” he growled. “We’ll sweep tha walls and take the gatehouse from behind.”

His men obeyed, and in a group they moved, boots splashing in puddles forming on the cold black stone. They reached the stairs and moved down them, covering one another and lit by humming lamps. Still no guards. Ahead was the courtyard. Horace slithered along the bulk of what looked like either the stables or a garage and pressed his back against the side. He peeked around.

The courtyard was empty, the gatehouse loomed ahead.

He glanced back and jerked his head. “Move!” he hissed.

Around him dashed his men, ducking around the corner. Horace was the last, hurrying after.

Only to run into his men’s backs.

“The hell’r you idiots doing!” he snapped as he shoved his way through them. “Get in there and… and…”

He trailed off, slowing to a halt.

The courtyard buzzed with electric lamps, their flickering glow barely enough to illuminate the slick, crumbling black stone of the curtain wall. The grand doors of the castle’s gates stood, looming ahead like bared teeth, framing a slim figure standing before it like a living polaroid.

She was dressed as a maid, her arms crossed behind her back, her expression one of polite disinterest. And yet, something about her dark eyes held Horace where he stood. Eyes that made him, who’d led armies through fire and fury, who’d faced down monsters across the continent and horrors of science and mysticism, balk with unease.

It wasn’t a conscious thing. It was something instinctive. Something that reached down into the primal core of his being and screamed ‘danger!’ It had no name, but was familiar to every soldier. A feeling of minusculeness of his own existence and the tentativeness of his life. A feeling of death breathing down his neck.

“The rain ain’t touching her,” one of his men whispered.

Horace realized it was true. The rain poured down, but it didn’t even dampen the maid’s skirt or bonnet.

“You are trespassing,” she said in a cold voice, as if the mass of armed and armoured men were no more than solicitors or pamphleteers attempting to recruit to strange and uncertain cults. “I’m afraid I must ask you to leave.”

Human speech shocked Horace into motion. He hefted his pistol and stalked forward, aiming it at her head. “No can do,” he growled. “Afraid we’re ta silence any and all resistance.”

“This is the master’s castle,” the maid said, her eyes looking at the mass of men who followed their commander’s lead, stalking into the courtyard. “You will leave.”

“Yeah?” Horace said, relaxing a little. Grinning. The sensations of fear he’d felt before fading. “And if we don’t?”

“Then I will make you,” she said.

Horace laughed. A sound that was suddenly choked off as lighting split the heavens, casting the courtyard into stark relief.

And he saw the maid’s shadow thrown up against the walls.

The lamps around the courtyard flickered.

Went out.

And the screaming began.

. . .

From the bridge of the Venture Capital, Chrome looked down upon the world and the end of his plans.

He gripped the railing tight, his metal jaw grinding as he stared through the curving glass window while fires and fighting consumed the Golden Company. In the flashes of lightning he caught glimpses of the collapsed lines and bodies strewn about the road, many soldiers fleeing into the forest, out of sight, but Chrome doubted they’d last long. He watched as an artillery cog staggered along on four flailing metal legs, the others dragging behind it before it hit a cliff and tumbled over it. When it landed, it burst into flames and shrapnel.

“Damn it!” Chrome barked, his voice box crackling with fury.

“Mmm. Not good?” Gurben asked dully from beside him.

“No. No it is not,” Chrome snapped out. He looked up towards the distant castle where Horace should be, but no signal flare rose informing him that the keep was taken and the guns silenced. The gate remained shut. And Grimmwald defiant.

Chrome slammed a fist against the rail so hard it bent the metal, making the crew about the bridge jump and bend themselves more earnestly to their stations.

To hell with it.

“Run out the guns!” Chrome snapped, his metal arm hissing as it swept sharply through the air. “Bring us in and open fire! Level that ruin!”

“But… but sir,” one of the crew said, turning from their control panel. “The castle’s defences might-”

The gunshot boomed in the cabin. The crewman slammed back against his console, and left a streak of blood on the brass as he slid to the floor.

Chrome lifted his arm, a smoking barrel receding into the mechanism of his wrist. “Anyone else?” he asked.

Silence met him.

“Good,” he said, another jovial brass smile on his face. “Then run out the guns and bring us in. Now!”

Acknowledging shouts came from below as the crew rushed to obey. Chrome leaned forward, gripping the rail and glowering at the distant castle as another bolt of lightning speared down and flashed off a coil of metal peaking a tower.

If you wanted something done right, you had to do it yourself…


Lightning Rod

“Do you hear that?” Bitsy asked.

Maxim paused in the midst of hooking up another cable. “What?”

Cocking her head, Bitsy pursed her lips. “Sounded like… screaming.”

“Ah, well, par for the course, then,” Maxim said as he plugged the cable in with a crackle of electricity. He stood up, checking over his work.

The slab would normally have sported a shrouded figure to be lifted through the skylight to get a good helping of reanimating lightning, but now the opposite was to occur. Cables twisted out of the platform like veins of rubber and wire. Huge transformers had been dragged across the floor and arranged around its base like metal shrouded worshippers.  The whole round chamber of the tower lab was a seething mass of activity. Gremlins eagerly banged about, working furiously at their tasks, hefting wiring and reconnecting machinery. Scampering up scaffolding and skidding down ladders. Static crackled between humming tesla coils and sparks snapped and fell like silver rain. Magnets whirred as dynamos spun in vast generators like pillars around the room, and tesla coils spat fingers of lightning between each other.

And all of it, every wire, every commutator, every copper cord concentrated on a pair of massive transformers and tesla coils rigged up onto the slab.

Maxim picked up several clamps, his hand tingling at the sheer amount of electricity in the air as he began attaching them to his cane, every snap punctuated by a crackle of static. As he did, the glass dome buzzed with the ambient electricity in the room. “How are those numbers doing?” he shouted across the floor as another clamp was snapped on.

“They are…” Delia said, peering at the dials of one of the massive transformers. “They’re around… sixty?”

“Dammit, we need more,” Maxim growled, setting down his cane and stepping over several gremlins dragging some more cables to another machine.

“You heard your madman! Hop to it!” Bitsy barked at the gremlins.

“Eek!”

“Do we have the dungeon batteries hooked up yet?” Maxim demanded as he threw a few switches with a hail of sparks.

“Not yet, my lord,” Delia replied. “Last I heard there were some acid slimes down there that were holding things up. But we-“

A boom shook the tower. Maxim hastily adjusted his stance as the floor shuddered under his feet. Several gremlins tumbled from a gantry, screaming as they fell down the skeletal shaft of the tower.

“What was that!” Bitsy yelped.

Abandoning her post, Delia grabbed a ladder and shimmied up it like a monkey. She stopped at a window and peered out, her expression paling.

“Well?” Bitsy demanded.

“It’s the Venture Capital! It’s bombarding the castle!” she shouted down at them.

“Oh, perfect!” Maxim snapped. Though Grimmwald was a big place, it wasn’t what one would call sturdy. And it would only be a matter of time before Chrome hit something vital.

Which meant it was now or never.

Hastily plugging in another transformer, Maxim rushed across the room, bounding onto the slab. He looked up into the skylight where the roll of thunder resounded and flashed, then he checked the dials glowing on nearby transformers. Not quite there. But so be it.

“Lift me up!” he commanded.

“Sparky, are you nuts!” Bitsy cried.

“Evidently,” he replied, picking up his cane, the glass dome at the peak vibrating, static spitting from the clamps and his insulated gloves. “But we’re out of time. Send me up!”

“Sure hope you know what you’re doing,” Bitsy called as she gestured furiously to the gremlins.

“Eek!” chorused a number of the monsters, practically crawling over each other to operate the winch. Several climbed on each other’s shoulders, grabbing the mechanism and hauling on it. Chains rattled and metal groaned as the slab shuddered under Maxim’s feet. The whole motley mass of machinery began to rise, trailing cables like a trunk of rubber and wire.

Maxim watched as the skylight drew near. Fear, excitement, anger and more churned in his gut. Vibrated in his veins. It would work. It had to work! He wouldn’t fail. He couldn’t fail!

He was Maximilian goddam Volt!

He realized he was grinning as the rain pattered onto his upturned face. His design was sound. The device should work. But it might not. But it had to. If it didn’t, he wasn’t just dead, but possibly fried. There was a good chance the entire thing might backfire. Blow up the castle before Chrome even got a chance to.

How exhilarating!

Which was wrong, of course. He shouldn’t be excited about the prospect of blowing himself and his castle up in a futile stab of wrath against his enemy. Not even in the name of science!

And yet, as the slab rose through the skylight and shuddered to a halt, he was. And there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.

He stood out, exposed on the tower. Rain slickened his coat and pushed down his hair. Here and there lightning snapped, crackling, slamming into lightning rods rising around him like a forest of metal trees. He could feel the static buzz and claw from his cane and onto his hands.

He looked up.

Thunder boomed among the clouds, and as it did, it outlined a vast shape moving through the dark sky. Navigation lights strung along its frame blinked and glowed as the Venture Capital prowled like an obese shark. Crimson flashes from the gondola revealed the mouth of guns, the scream of shells tearing through the night before slamming into Grimmwald’s expansive structure. With a thunderous boom and a blossom of flames one of the castle’s many towers buckled and crumbled, shattering as it fell in upon itself.

The sight of it nearly stole Maxim’s breath. Rage boiled in him. He gripped his cane, feeling the hum of static in the metal.

“Nearly full, my lord!” Delia shouted from below.

He barely heard her.

The Venture Capital was turning his way.

Maxim didn’t know if Chrome had seen him, or just the nimbus of static that was building up around his tower. Maybe both. Maybe neither. It didn’t matter. Chrome was coming for him.

Bastard.

Bastard!

Anger surged in Maxim, and he didn’t try and suppress it. How dare Chrome attack him? How dare that tin plated tyrant bomb his castle? Oppress his town? That it hadn’t been Maxim’s until a few weeks ago didn’t matter. None of it mattered. It was his now, dammit! He wouldn’t be robbed of his home. Not again!

Maxim’s hand tightening on his cane, welcoming the thrum of electricity that surged up it and into his arm. Sang in his veins. Charged him with a quivering energy. Another blast of lightning seared through the storm, blasting into one of the many rods clawing from a nearby tower.

There was a sudden bang below. The sound of someone throwing not just any switch, but a big switch. The biggest switch. The mother of all switches!

“We have power!” Bitsy cackled from below.

A sudden ringing sound erupted from the machines behind him. Maxim looked back, seeing the dials dancing in the danger red. Klaxons wailed around him. Red warning lights spun. The towers around him hummed. Sparked. Blazed with electricity between them as the air sang with the sound of power and science. GLORIOUS SCIENCE!

Maxim smiled.

“You come into my valley,” he said, turning towards the airship as it crawled through the sky. “You oppress my people. You hunt my wolves. You attack my castle. You threaten me. Challenge me. ME? How dare you.”

Maxim raised his cane. Electricity blazed around him. His hair stood on end. Energy thrummed in his veins. Static buzzed from every tower of Grimmwald, wrapping the castle in a blue glow. “HOW DARE YOU!”

The cannons of the Venture Capital thundered. Rounds screamed through the sky, slamming into the tower beneath him. Around him. He didn’t notice. Didn’t care.

“I am the Maximilian Volt!” Maxim shouted as energy charged through him and whirred in his cane. “I am the tyrant of the valley! I am the Master of the castle. And you dare defy me? You dare!” he roared, aiming his cane at the prowling airship, his thumb hovering over the trigger. “THEN FEEL THE WRATH OF THE MASTER OF GRIMMWALD!”

Maxim closed his eyes tight.

The trigger clicked.

All across Grimmwald the lamps went out. A silence engulfed the world. Not even the boom of the thunder could be heard. Not even the explosions as transformers overloaded. The screams as several unwise gremlins were electrocuted. Maxim could actually feel the power of the castle being sucked through the cables. From the depths it rose. Climbing. Picking up speed. Charge. Thrumming into the slab around him. Feeding into the copper veins of his device. Surge up through him and into his cane. It blazed from the coils around him in a halo of static as if he stood in a nimbus of white light.

And fired.

The blast seared through his eyelids. His hair shot back as a thunderbolt like the judgement of God blasted through the midnight sky. With a scream the bulb at the end of his cane shattered, and still the lightning raced forth, splitting the sky.

The Venture Capital took it full on, the gas bag blasted, the gondola exploding. Maxim could actually see through his eyelids the metal gilt of its frame melt under the impact, stripped away into a haze of atomized metal. Day came upon the valley for a heartbeat.

And then was gone.

Maxim slowly opened his eyes, blinking away the lingering spots. “Oooh,” he breathed when he saw the airship.

It was ablaze, flames ripping across the gas bag in an inferno, tracing the ribs of the support structure. The metal frame was twisted upon itself, and the once proud engines sputtered and struggled, losing altitude with every moment.

Giddy excitement rose in Maxim and he laughed aloud, throwing out his arms, mad cackles escaping him as he beheld the destruction he had wrought.

“Ha. Ha ha! Ah ha ha ha! Yes! Yes! Behold! Behold the power of the master of Grimmwald! Gaze upon what I have wrought! Fear me, insects, and tremble before my might! AH HA HA HA! Ha… ha ha… Oh…”

His laughter trailed off. His grin faded as his mind rapidly calculated the airship’s trajectory. For despite everything, it seemed to still be airborne, albeit not for long.

Which would send it…

“Oh no,” Maxim breathed as the mass of burning metal and gold bore down on him. Dropping his broken cane, Maxim scrambled over to the side of the slab. “Take me down!” he shouted down into the tower. “Turn the damn crank and take me down now!”

“Eek!”

“What do you mean melted!”

Maxim took another terrified look at the descending ruin of an airship barreling down on him, groaning with tortured metal, the glow of its flames washing over the tower. He looked back down and only saw the cables jutting from the slab.

He’d have to be mad to try that.

Then again, a live madman beat dead sanity. Without further hesitation, he jumped.

His gloved hands grabbed the cable, the squeal of rubber ringing in his ear as he slid down. It slowed him for a wonderful moment, and then he heard the pop as his weight wrenched the cable from its socket.

Damn.

His heart jumped in his throat at the last dozen feet, but his fall had been slowed enough that he didn’t shatter his ankles when he hit the ground, instead rolling across the floor and onto his back, gasping.

“Sparky!” Bitsy squeaked, hopping down beside him, stars shining in her eyes and a grin on her face. “That was incredible!”

“Y-yeah,” Maxim gasped. “It-”

A deafening crash cut him off as the Venture Capital ploughed through the upper reaches of the tower, tearing off the roof as it did. Maxim stared in shock as pieces of masonry, machinery, and burning chunks of melted metal rained down through the tower. Cables were torn free, flopping about the ground like sparking snakes. Metal railings were ripped out of the walls, several hurling gremlins about with shrieks and yelps of surprise.

Then, as the airship tore past, something fell into the tower with a sound like thunder. It slammed through several catwalks, tearing them free before it hit the floor hard enough to make the ancient stone buckle.

Maxim scrambled to his feet, gaping.

And then, the thing in the crater stood.

Maxim stared as Tiberius Chrome slowly straightened, servos whirring as he shrugged off his flaming coat, and for the first time, Maxim got a good look at the man without it.

Chrome’s body was wrought with metal, pistons hissing, his fingers twitching with mechanical precision. His chest was a breastplate of iron like a boiler. His legs reinforced plating. His fleshy arm hung limp and bloody at his side as Chrome slowly cracked his neck, the sound a creak of machinery.

“Hello, Max,” Chrome said, his smile a mad gleam of brass.

“Chrome,” Maxim breathed, pushing Bitsy behind him. “So… kind of you to drop in.”

“Isn’t it?” Chrome said as his mechanical hand peeled back to reveal the multiple barrels of a gatling gun. “And I brought presents too!”

“Oh fuck,” Bitsy breathed from behind Maxim.

Chrome chuckled, took aim. Then a gun banged and his head jerked as a bullet ricocheted off his skull. Maxim and Chrome turned to see Delia standing on a mound of rubble with a pistol in hand, her other hand clutching a coil of rope.

“Chrome!” she shouted, her voice hoarse with rage and hate. “You killed my father! You ruined my life! And worse, you dared to attack my master!”

“That hardly narrows it down,” Chrome observed.

“Then maybe this will!” she snapped, letting go of the rope.

There was a creak, and both Maxim and Chrome looked up as a part of the surviving catwalk swung down like a battering arm. Chrome’s eyes widened seconds before the metal slammed into him, throwing him across the room to smash into a transformer so hard it toppled atop him with a deafening bang.

“Ouch,” Bitsy winced. “Think that got him?”

The transformer creaked and began to shift.

“No,” Maxim said and quickly looked at her. “Do you have your death ray?”

“N-no! It was too heavy to bring up all the stairs.”

He cursed and looked around quickly. Had to think fast. Very fast! But most of the machinery was ruined. Destroyed! The generators were little more than scrap iron. His cane overloaded! What did he have? Masses of writhing cable, electrodes and… and…

Oh yes, that could work.

“I know that look,” Bitsy crooned. “Whaddya need?”

“Grab as many cables as you can and wrap them around the generators. Tell Delia to do the same. No arguments. Do it!”

Bitsy glanced around and her eyes sparked with realization. “Oh, I get it! On it, Sparky!”

She sprang out of his arms and bounded across the floor, grabbing Delia and dragging her after. Maxim turned away, facing the transformer as it was finally flung off Chrome with a roar.

“Whore!” Chrome snapped as he surged back to his feet. “I’ll-”

Maxim pulled out his revolver and shot Chrome in the face. The iron man’s head snapped back, then slowly cocked forward, one of his brass teeth dented inward.

“I don’t appreciate such language in my home,” Maxim said.

A twitch snapped on Chrome’s face. With a howl he swung up his gun arm. The barrels hummed, bullets raking the room. Maxim dodged behind a transformer, the mass of metal shuddering as it buckled under the rain of bullets.

“I tried to be reasonable, Max!” Chrome bellowed over the chatter of the barrels, his heavy footfalls announcing his approach. “I tried to deal! But you just kept testing my patience!”

“I can be difficult like that,” Maxim shouted back. He grabbed one of the cables projecting from the back of the machine and ripped it out with a crackle.

“Not for long!” Chrome snapped as his gun arm folded back into a massive metal claw. He grabbed the transformer and ripped it aside. As he did Maxim lunged out, jabbing the wire into Chrome’s eye.

The iron merchant screamed in agony, reeling back. He swung his claw wild. Maxim ducked it and scrambled back, spotting Bitsy on the other side of the room jumping, waving frantically from beside a mass of cobbled together scrap iron wrapped in copper wiring.

“You wretched little bastard!” Chrome howled, blinking, one eye mauled by electricity, the other peering at him. “No more running!” he bellowed, gun arm coming back up. “No more hiding!”

“Certainly,” Maxim said, standing up beside a massive switch on the wall. “Because I have you where I want you.”

Chrome blinked and looked back, spotting Bitsy. His brow furrowed.

And Maxim pulled the switch.

The metal hummed to life as electricity surged up through the copper wires. The mass of iron it had been rigged around vibrated, pieces of metal all around the lab trembling, then shooting back to slam against the massive improvised magnet.

Chrome’s eyes widened in horror. His body shuddered as the metal groaned, drawn towards the magnet. His arm jerked back and he grit his teeth, braced his feet, straining against the forces pulling at him.

“You think… a magnet… will be enough… to stop… me?” he demanded, slowly pulling his gun arm around again.

“No,” Maxim admitted, nodding to the other side of the room. “Which is why I have two.”

Chrome’s head snapped around to see Delia standing beside a second improvised magnet, her expression grimly satisfied as she fingered a sparking cable.

“By the way,” Maxim said. “I hate being called Max.”

“W-wait!” Chrome gasped, his voice box wailing and distorted.

“No.” Maxim nodded at Delia. “Do it.”

“With pleasure,” she purred, and plugged her cable in.

Sparks crackled. Instantly the rumbling hum doubled. Chrome’s right arm and leg were suddenly wrenched towards the second magnet, his body trembling as the two magnets pulled him between them like twin terriers with a rat. Chrome shuddered, his metal body ringing like a bell. Screws popped free. Metal buckled, pistons wailing steam as they were bent.

“Grrrrrnnnnnnn!” Chrome groaned, metal teeth grit, straining against the powers arrayed against him. His will battling against the forces of nature and science.

Until he was torn apart.

Maxim winced as iron, brass and steel were ripped from flesh to bang into one of the two magnets. Maxim looked down and sighed at the blood and body parts strewn across the floor.

Well, what were some more blood stains in Grimmwald?

He shrugged and switched off the magnet, which died with a groaning sound, chunks of Chrome falling from it to splatter and bang onto the ground.

“Master!”

“Oof!” Maxim gasped as Delia threw herself against him, hugging him adoringly.

“Master! You did it! You won!”

“Yeah. Yeah, I… I guess I did,” he gasped.

“Yay!” Bitsy cried, hugging him from the other side, squeezing him, sandwiching him between the two gorgeous women. “We’re the best!”

Maxim chuckled, looking back at the bloody remains of Chrome and the ruins of the shattered tower.

Whole thing was going to be hell to clean up, though…


Epilogue

“Thus,” Claria said as she laid out the last of the paperwork, “The Grand Chromium Company hopes that after this regrettable but small… incident we can continue to work together.”

From behind the table in the great hall, in Grimmwald’s most impressive chair, Maxim very slowly lifted an eyebrow. He glanced back at the large hole in the ceiling, where Gremlins were currently crawling over the large chunk of the Venture Capital’s gondola that had crashed through the roof and gotten tangled among the rafters. Sparks spat now and then as the diminutive creatures cut away at it with blowtorches.

“Small incident?” Maxim said, looking back at her.

Claria didn’t betray the faintest emotion. “A… regrettable incident,” she corrected. “But the remainder of the board wishes to maintain good relations with the master of the castle. It’s unfortunate that our founder had some different opinions. But Chromium is bigger than any one of its members, and we are eager to maintain the goodwill of the lords whom our company has vested interests in.”

There was a large metallic creak and shrieks from the gremlins. Maxim didn’t even flinch as the chunk of gondola finally fell free, hitting the floor with a deafening bang.

“...And adequate compensation will, of course, be rendered,” Claria added.

Maxim nodded and picked up the paperwork, ignoring the squeals of delight from the gremlins as they swarmed the fallen chunk of metal and began carting off pieces. “I’ll review your lease agreement for the train station and factories. You still have offices in the city?”

“We do.”

“Yes. For now,” Maxim said with a level look her way. “I’ll send my answer to you there.”

Claria inclined her head respectfully. “We look forward to your reply,” she said, then turned and walked out of the room with a measured click of heels.

As she left, Katarina leaned in, her voice low. “You want me kill her before she leaves castle?” the werewolf asked.

“No,” Maxim said thoughtfully. “We may have gotten off on the wrong foot, but it will be useful having the Chromium Company around, so long as they remember their place. Especially since I ordered a considerable amount of supplies from the west, and I’d like to see it delivered.”

Katarina pouted and Maxim smiled up at her. “Besides,” he said, reaching up and stroking her long silvery hair, “you’ll have plenty of killing ahead.”

The werewolf perked up. “True,” she purred, her tail brushing against him. “And lots of fun!”

“Plenty of that for sure,” he said, ruffling her canine ears. “But follow her. Make sure she makes it back to town. And if she tries to go elsewhere…”

“Then I kill her?”

“Use your discretion.”

Katarina grinned. “Yes, Maxim,” she said, rubbing her cheek against his before loping away.

His local werewolf appeased, Maxim fished out the latest reports from Delia. Since Chrome’s death, she’d been expanding her information network throughout the town and beyond, which was already paying dividends. Chrome’s former allies in Burdenga were practically falling over each other to assure him of their loyalty, as well as offering up bribes and the odd daughter to try and curry favour. Maxim shook his head in exasperation, but made a note to write letters assuring them he held nothing against them.

This time.

But if Delia discovered future plots, well… his dungeons were awfully depopulated.

With a groan he stretched and rose, feeling the need to move around. And there was a great deal that still needed seeing to. The damage from the battle was extensive, but fortunately Grimmwald was so massive it had survived largely intact. That said, the situation did offer him an excellent opportunity to put his own stamp on the place. Something with less gargoyles and more indoor plumbing.

Walking down a corridor lit with buzzing bulbs Maxim smiled, clasping his hands behind his back as he admired the panelled walls and wiring. The freshly polished armour and the occasional new arch. The gremlins were strange little creatures, but industrious to the extreme. He’d lately been trying to teach them about basic safety procedures, but they’d just nodded along politely like parents did when children started talking about popular new music.

“Moira?” he said.

“Master?”

He looked over his shoulder, not even phased to find the maid suddenly behind him. “How are the repairs on the east wing coming?”

“Very well, master,” she said as she drifted after him and up a twisting staircase. “Work has progressed quickly and the structural damage has largely been contained. Within another few weeks, the castle should be back to its former glory.”

“About as good as we could have hoped, then,” he noted.

“Indeed, master,” Moira said with a knowing look. “I also have a letter from the burgomaster that he and the city council wish to perform a ceremony of allegiance at your earliest convenience, and that they look forward to appeasing your despotic impulses with their obeisance and fear.”

Maxim sighed, but shrugged it off. “And anything else?” he asked.

“Yes, master. Your assistant, Bitsy, has asked that you join her in the Spider Suite once your meeting has concluded. She has informed me she wishes to show you something.”

“The Spider Suite?”

“Yes, master. After the wife of your distant ancestor, who turned herself into a half-spider in order to increase her weaving productivity. Unfortunately, her additional arms proved a bit of a difficulty, so Solar built her a suite.”

“Really? I half expected it to be filled with mutated spiders with acidic venom.”

“Oh no, master. Those mostly keep to the Arachnid Cells.”

Maxim shook his head. “Of course. Well, I’d best see what Bitsy wants, then.”

“Indeed, master. Enjoy.”

“I suspect I will,” Maxim said, grinning. For he had a strong feeling he knew exactly what Bitsy wanted to show him…

He soon found his way to the Spider Suite, barely getting turned around once. Opening the door, he peeked inside to find a fairly sumptuous room with extensive and rich furnishing. The castle had always had more than its fair share of spiderwebs, but the suite was positively festooned with them. They draped the walls, the furniture, even the lamps until the room was washed in suggestive dimness.

“Bitsy?” he called as he entered. “You in here?”

“Oh noooo!”

He stopped, staring. On the room’s bed lay Bitsy, her arms bound up in webbing, her body clad in nothing but some panties and a frilly bra.

She grinned at him and writhed suggestively. “Oh nooo!” she moaned again. “Oh how terrible! I’ve been captured by the insidious master of the castle! Oh dear. Whatever will become of me?”

Maxim groaned and shook his head. “Really?”

“What? A bit much?” she asked.

“Maybe a little,” he replied, shrugging off his labcoat. “But I can’t say I don’t appreciate the effort.”

Bitsy giggled, biting her lower lip as Maxim pulled off his shirt and kicked off his pants. “Oooh, then is the big, bad master of Grimmwald going to get naughty with little old me?”

“What do you think, oh helpless maiden?” he asked, climbing onto the bed with a grin.

Bitsy shivered, squirming in excitement. “Oh Sparky… that’s the look. That’s the eye of a mad genius about to ravish his beautiful hostage.”

“You have some interesting fantasies,” he said, one hand resting on her hip, his other grasping her violet hair and yanking back her head, making her gasp.

“Wanna explore them?” she breathed hotly, trembling with arousal. “You know. For science?”

“Well,” Maxim growled, leaning down. “If it’s for science…”

He kissed her, hard, relishing the way Bitsy shivered, pushing out her chest and wriggling in ecstasy against his lips. The feel of her slender form moving against him, struggling against her bonds made his heart pound and blood heat with desire. Sensations that shouldn’t race through him when feeling a helpless damsel under his power, yearning to surrender to his embrace. Maybe he was a mad genius after all.

But as he stroked Bitsy through her dampening panties and felt her moan in ecstasy beneath him, Maxim decided that maybe he was okay with that after all…

End
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Villain for Hire

The four rules of freelance villainy are as follows:

Always wear a mask

Never hurt civilians

Never kill the heroes you’re paid to fight.

And the bad guy always loses.

As a villain for hire I followed those rules, facing down heroes in scripted fights to make them look good for the press and brand deals. Sure, losing every time was a pain, but the money was good. Well, decent. And it kept real heroes off my back. Well, usually.

But then I got called in to train a new villainess in the fine art of menace, and suddenly I'm dealing with rogue heroes, horny scientists, yandere psychics, and in the crosshairs of one of the biggest bad guys the world has ever known. It's a good thing I'm a villain, because it's time to start breaking some rules...
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Astral Odyssey

The mundane life of an orphaned peasant never prepared him for this...

Dorian Hawke's daily routine was pretty straightforward. Wake up, pull his weight around the village, eat potatoes, go to bed. Not too shabby. Not very interesting, maybe, but it was honest work.

Then a boat falls like a meteor from the sky.

Next thing he knows, a gorgeous elf and stunning faun tell him that magical blood runs through his veins, and they need him to navigate their ship through space.

Not a day later he's netherborne, flying his former lord's yacht through the stars, battling goblin pirates, working for orcish crime lords, and dealing with the drama of two beautiful women who both want his attention. Whole new worlds are opening for Dorian, and he slowly accepts that he might just be who they say he is.

But when he partners with a flirty demonic powder mage for a routine cargo delivery, he realizes that for all the freedom this new lifestyle offers...the danger is on even footing.
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