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Prologue

Like a great wheel of cheese the moon hung heavy and pale in the night sky, and there were witches abroad.

Including Tabitha, who was late.

She cursed again as her broom came in for a landing, skimming low over the ancient pines before grinding to a halt on the misty moors. Dismounting, she crammed her broom among a dozen others under an old tree. Then, one hand hiking up the skirt of her midnight robe, her other hand holding down her pointy hat, she scurried towards the glow of the emerald flames.

The others were already crowding near the fire. There was no dancing. Poor hips didn’t lend themselves well to that. Tabitha felt a stab of sadness. Once, there would have been writhing. Shaking. Shawls fluttering and bodies swaying to strange, piping music. Drums would thump. Beating like some feral heart. Demons would stir as witches abased themselves to unholy powers and embraced savage, dark sorcery.

But such things were in the past. The very distant past for most of those present. Bodies that at one time could have been called nubile, but now only in the past tense, shuffled in closer to the warmth. Gummy mouths muttered to one another, complaining of aches and pains that came with the colder seasons.

Like a mass of vultures in shawls, Tabitha thought with a certain envy. Which she knew was unfair. But it was tough being the only woman not over seventy in the whole coven. And every meeting there were less of them. Warty faces gone. Cackles fallen silent.

All because of science.

Tabitha felt a stab of anger and tightened her lips. But she was curious. It wasn’t the usual meeting time. Walpurgis was weeks off, and it wasn’t even the witching hour. Something must have happened.

She moved forward, joining the other witches, who shuffled to make space.

“Is that you, Lucrecia?” one of her fellow witches asked, shoving a wrinkled face towards Tabitha.

“No, sister Gretchen,” Tabitha said. “Lucrecia died six years ago. I was her apprentice, Tabitha.”

“Oh yes,” Gretchen muttered, nodding. “Good girl, old Lucrecia. Revolutionized putting princesses to sleep, you know. She was the first one to think of the spinning wheel. Used to be we just drugged the brats.”

“I know, Gretchen,” Tabitha said patiently. “How’s the gingerbread house?”

“Molding,” Gretchen grumbled. “Not a bite in years. Like kids are too good to wander through the woods and try to take a nibble. Something about allergies and… gluten. I don’t know. Criminal, that’s what it is. How’s a witch supposed to eat if she can’t find some brats to shove in her oven? I tell you, it’s tough out there, Lucrecia.”

“Tabitha.”

“That’s what I said.”

Tabitha patted the other woman’s hump with condolences, and suppressed another twinge of envy. What she wouldn’t give for a hump like that. “Any word on what the meeting’s about?” she asked.

Gretchen shook her head, sending rangy hair and copious charms rattling. “Not a one. But the woods whisper. Something has changed in the lands.”

“What?” Tabitha asked.

Gretchen leaned in closer, halitosis seeping with every word. “I hear the winds say there’s something to do with… Grimmwald.”

Tabitha’s eyebrows flicked upward. “No,” she breathed.

Gretchen nodded again. “Yes. In fact…”

Silence fell suddenly. Long, hooked noses turned attentively as the High Witch stepped forward and into the light.

Tabitha gazed up at the old woman. Old. So very old. How old specifically wasn’t spoken of aloud, but even the greyest of the witches, whose joints creaked like rusty hinges with every shuffling step, recalled their own youths serving under the ancient Magra. As she beheld the old crone, Tabitha again felt that miserable sensation of inadequacy. Magra was a proper witch. A real witch! And she bloody looked it. A more witchy witch you’d be hard pressed to find. She was bent almost double under the weight of years. She wore so many shawls she was fairly buried in them, and her pointy hat had more crooks in it than a banking firm’s boardroom.

And then there was me, Tabitha thought with a flush of shame. No matter how hard she’d tried, she hadn’t been able to grow a single wart, even after rubbing her face with toads. Yet Magra’s warts had warts, her face almost lost in the knobby mass.

Tabitha looked with envy at Magra’s hair, so thick and knotted there was an actual bird nest among the tangles. Meanwhile, Tabitha’s remained a sleek, supple blonde like poured gold.

Tabitha sighed. It was tough to be young and beautiful…

“My sisters,” Magra croaked, her voice like something that had lived at the bottom of a bog for millenia. Tabitha pouted, knowing her own voice was sweet and soft as a dove’s. She shook it off as Magra continued. “We are gathered tonight to celebrate. Yes, my sisters, for a great thing has happened. Grimmwald has a new master!”

Tabitha looked up sharply, and whispers and cackles swept through the crowd of witches. Magra held up a knobby hand. “Yes, sisters,” the ancient witch rasped. “I know. I know. A great opportunity awaits us, dear ones. A great opportunity indeed! Because he will be summoning many soon, as he must. For we have heard news. News that the Grimmbell shall ring again, announcing the beginning of his dark reign! A reign that tradition states cannot begin without us!”

Another whispered rush snaked through the coven. Tabitha glanced around uneasily. She hadn’t been born when the last lord of Grimmwald had come to power, but she’d heard of what had happened. The man had not respected the dignity of the witches. He’d been appalled by their dances and refused their ‘sky clad’ efforts. He’d rejected them. Even commanded them not to appear before him ever again. True, it hadn’t been the root of their current diminishment. But it hadn’t bloody helped.

“Yes, my sisters,” Magra continued, her eyes glittering like a cat’s at midnight. “Such an opportunity cannot be wasted. Therefore, I have made a decision. For I have heard that this lord of the castle is a man with one great weakness. His lust for women!”

Another excited muttering sped through the crowd. Spindly hands patted down hats and adjusted shawls.

“Yes,” the old witch rasped, idly fishing in a pocket and holding some seeds up towards the nest in her hair. After a moment, a raven poked its head out and began to eat. “Yes,” Magra continued. “His lusts are already legendary around the valley and beyond. He has taken a number of lovers. Even a werewolf! And you know what they say about a man who mates with werewolves.”

Titters and cackles screeched around Tabitha, who chuckled nervously, having no idea what one said about men and werewolves, but assumed it was quite saucy.

“Yes, sisters,” Magra continued, nodding and nearly dislodging the raven in her hair. “And this reputation has not gone unnoticed. Many move already to capitalize on it. Present him with a bride who shall become the new mistress of the castle. Which means we must act as well, before this opportunity is lost to us. An opportunity to regain our previous place. Sister Tabitha! Come forward!”

Tabitha jumped, but on realizing it had indeed been her name called she shuffled into the light. She felt the gaze of the other members of the coven riveted to her, and again she heard the doubtful whispers. A flush burned her cheeks a rosy red. After all, what could a witch who looked more like the one who should be receiving the poison apple than giving it do?

Magra smiled, revealing her one remaining tooth. “My dear girl,” the ancient crone said kindly, resting her wrinkled hand on Tabitha’s shoulder. “The sisterhood has a great ask for you.”

“What do you need, mother?” Tabitha asked.

“Something that you alone among us can do, my dear. You must go to this new lord of Grimmwald, and you must win him to our side. Seduce him, my dear, using your feminine wiles which we have spent these many years teaching you.”

“M-Mother, you’re sure?” Tabitha gasped. “Would a more experienced sister not…”

Magra sighed. “Dear girl, you know how men can be. Without proper appreciation for a good wart or the benefit of age. No, they see only beauty with their eyes, which is why we need you to do it. The world has changed, my dear,” Magra said with a hint of sorrow. “It used to be the sky belonged to the witches. But these days, we can’t take flight without running the risk of getting sucked into one of their accursed airship’s propellers. Our unguents are being ignored in favour of things like essential oils, morphine, and penicillin.”

Mutterings greeted this from the witches. Imagine! Medicating with something made in a lab and not by a lone woman in a smoky shack, muttering over a cauldron and throwing in the choicest bits of newt. A travesty! Tabitha even heard someone spit.

“But you can win it back for us, my dear,” Magra said with a flash in her eyes. “Yes. And you are his type. It must be you, my dear one.”

“I… I understand, mother,” Tabitha said, straightening with a shine in her eyes. “I will not fail you. I will seduce this master of Grimmwald.”

“Good girl,” Magra said, squeezing Tabitha’s shoulder. “Very good. Now, go. Seduce the foolish lord of the castle. And when the time comes…”

“When the time comes?” Tabitha prompted.

Magra’s smile grew cunning. Her hand squeezed and the raven in her hair cawed. “Become his blushing bride!”


Ch. 1 The Library

Ropes? Check.

Knives? Check.

Lightning cane?

Maxim Volt picked up the copper cane and hit the trigger, the coils of wires in the glass dome humming and crackling with static. He smiled.

A very big check.

With a nod he surveyed the remaining equipment strung about himself. To the outside eye, he looked more ready to conquer the Matterhorn and take on its many irate yetis than pay a visit to the castle library. But those who thought that didn’t know Castle Grimmwald.

But they’d have heard of places like it. Oh yes. They certainly would have. There wasn’t a soul in Europa unfamiliar with the sort of towering gothic castles Maxim called home. Usually known as the domain of some madman, cackling over beakers, reanimating monsters, or inviting unsuspecting fools inside for a light snack.

None of which described Maximilian Volt, of course. Oh no. He was a man of science. Of sanity! A beacon of progress in the darkness of ignorance.

That being said, he was named the Tyrant of Grimmwald. And yes, he did own a castle with more torture chambers than bathrooms, an apiary that had once housed gorilla bees, and more gremlins than rats, largely owing to the fact the gremlins had eaten every rat within five miles. And yes, he did employ a maid whose humanity was an open question only because what she actually was yet eluded him. But that didn’t make him some local madman and despot!

Although… he had noticed he’d been cackling madly a bit more than he used to. And purely out of necessity had built a few weapons of mass destruction. Only for self-defence of course.

Still…

Maxim grimaced, rubbing his chin, which caused the equipment he’d loaded onto his body to rattle. It was something about the castle, he mused. It made him feel positively gleeful about indulging in his worst instincts. And as a mad genius, known somewhat disparagingly about the continent as a spark, he knew those like him tended to go a bit… batty. A little crazy and liberal with science, often causing significant property damage.

He surveyed his office, which though he’d cleaned out the ocean of paperwork, still sported his maternal great uncle’s portrait. Hieronymus Borscht loomed from the painting with all the menace and shape of a grumpy egg, and about as much hair as one to boot.

Some days, Maxim thought as he gazed up at that sour painted expression, he wondered if maybe it had been a mistake to come to Grimmwald.

Then again, where else had there been to go?

He sighed. Well, too late now. He’d made his bed. Grimmwald was home. His domain. His seat from which to crush the populace under his boot.

And all he needed to do was hold a party.

“High time I checked out the rest of the castle anyway,” he muttered aloud.

“Indeed, master.”

Maxim jumped, his lightning cane crackling before he could catch himself. He sighed and turned slowly to see that Moira had appeared behind him.

She was dressed as a maid, and so black and white she might have stepped out of a polaroid. Tall and slim, aside from a quite prominent chest, her hands were clasped dutifully before her, and her strange yellow eyes were lidded with patient servility. She was beautiful in that distant way that a marble statue was, and about as pale. There was also something faintly off putting about her. Well, more than faintly. For one she never made any noise when she moved. For another, her shadow tended to disobey natural laws. But her loyalty was without question.

“Moira,” he said. “There you are.”

“I am always here, master,” she replied with a delicate curtsy. “Ever at your service.”

“Right. Yes,” he said as he opened the door. “Is Bitsy ready?”

“And waiting in the foyer,” Moira informed him as she drifted along beside him and down the hall. “And let me be the first to inform you that I am delighted you are deciding to take the ritual of the Grimmbell so seriously.”

“You did tell me that every new lord of Grimmwald did it,” he noted. “And it seems that people put a lot of stock in it.”

“Indeed, master. Even if you do not spend long in your domain, the ceremony of the Grimmbell is heaped with ritual significance and importance to your subjects. Why, if the people don’t hear the terrible thirteen tollings of the mighty bell, they wouldn’t know to quake properly in terror. Even Rikkard the Loinheart rang it, and he only spent a cumulative week in the castle throughout his reign. Mainly due to the fact he spent the remainder of the time raiding the holdings of his neighbours, plundering their hoards and daughters.”

“Popular, was he?” Maxim asked dryly.

“Very, master. The people of the valley loved him. Especially the treasure he sent home. The trophy room is still filled with his conquests. The Hall of Heads hadn’t been so full since Tamerlane stopped by. Of course,” she added ruefully, “the people were less satisfied when Rikkard’s brother, Johann the Chicken Necked, took over after Rikkard died fighting the Mammoth-men of the Mamluks.”

“Let me guess,” Maxim said. “Johann hung around and tried to rule the region?”

“Indeed, master. He attempted to negotiate peace with the neighbours his brother warred on for decades. He did succeed for the most part, as well as increase taxes to pay off his brother’s debts.”

Sounded about right to Maxim. Everyone loved a winner. Rarely the person who had to clean up afterwards. Something to think about, he supposed, especially considering he was now the master of the castle, and apparently had many enemies.

Fortunately, Maxim was used to that. His own brother, Jules Volt, had loathed him so much, the moment the rat bastard had a chance, he’d stripped Maxim of his fortune, disowned him from the family, kicked him out of the estate, and sent assassins after him. Which, to be fair, wasn’t unheard of among the Volts, but Maxim had tried very hard to be kind to his brother. But there was just no helping some people.

Regardless, now that Maxim found himself in control of Grimmwald, he needed to at least try not to turn the area into a warzone. By all accounts a tricky thing, seeing as his ancestors collected enemies like other people collected hats. And he wouldn’t have been surprised to discover some in his family had also turned their enemies into hats. Hell, it was probably a Grimmwald tradition to make some clothes out of human skin.

Tradition.

Maxim grunted. Like any good Englishman, he enjoyed a good tradition. Rolling a wheel of cheese down a hill. Waving the Union Jack when a new king or queen rolled in. Burning the effigies of Catholics. Hating the French. How else would one know they were English? But he was also a man of the valley now. And Grimmwald had many traditions, as Moira had been happy to expand upon. That most involved grievous bodily harm to others was beside the point. Such things were important to the valley folk.

And if he was going to rule them, he better get on board, lest they do something as traditional as break out the torches and pitchforks.

With those thoughts in mind, he arrived in the foyer, which was as grandly gothic as one could wish, so long as one wished for more flying buttresses than Pope Benediction’s airship cathedral (an excellent conversion tool. Just the sight of it had made many a lord rethink the consequences of excommunication. Though, that might have had more to do with the pope’s payload of Penitence Bombs and legion of papal bullmen). The walls of the foyer were inlaid with wood paneling, except where the rubbery snakes of cables slithered down like black vines. A massive chandelier overhead hummed with naked bulbs, their glow reflecting off polished suits of armour, paintings of the valley and varied forgotten ancestors. Parts of vast brass machinery whose purposes still escaped Maxim jutted out here and there and were, no doubt, nefarious in purpose. Nothing benign required so many massive gears.

The room also contained Bitsy Malevola, Maxim’s fellow student from the university and a general psychotic pixie, in both build and temperament. Slim, short, she had a fairly flat chest but a plump rear and hips. A loose lab coat accented these facts, her trimmed hair a bright violet and her eyes mischievous and amused.

She’d been in the midst of grilling several gremlins, thankfully not literally. The short monsters were swathed in ragged red robes, tools hanging from their loose belts and their glowing eyes riveted to the young woman. On Maxim’s arrival Bitsy glanced up and a smile lit her face.

“Sparky!” she cheered, bounding over to him, throwing her arms around his neck and giving him an adoring kiss.

Maxim caught her in a hug, one of his hands squeezing her wonderful rump and spinning her about before setting her down. “Bitsy. All ready?”

“Sure am! Got all my gear hooked up. Especially this!” she declared, hefting the barrel of the deathray he’d built for her. She grinned, stroking the trigger and causing the casing to hiss with steam. “And raring to go. So! The library, was it?” she asked.

“Apparently,” Maxim replied. “We’re supposed to get some text for use during the Grimmbell ceremony.”

“The Tome of Ritual is an important book, master,” Moira noted.

“So long as it wasn’t burned up,” he said, casting a glance about the ceiling. “I’m a bit worried about the damages from Chrome’s attack.”

“I took a look from one of the higher towers,” Bitsy added helpfully. “Didn’t seem too bad, though some of the windows looked shattered.”

“We’ll be lucky if that’s all we have to deal with,” Maxim grunted. Tiberius Chrome hadn’t taken it well when Maxim decided not to sell the castle. Which had resulted in an assault that had damaged many of the wings and portions of the towers. Fortunately, Grimmwald was an absolutely sprawling behemoth of a building, and its undercrofts went who knew how deep, meaning the destruction had been mostly contained. “Anyway,” Maxim continued as he started off, “that’s where we’re heading today.”

“Damn. I was hoping we’d check out the bottomless pit in the south wing,” Bitsy whined.

“We have a bottomless pit?” Maxim asked.

“Unknown, master,” Moira said as she drifted along beside them. “Your ancestor, Matorn Borscht, descended into it to discover if it truly was.”

“What did he find?”

“I cannot say. He hasn’t come back up yet.”

Fair enough, Maxim supposed as they strode down the grim halls. Though the gremlins worked fast, there was still plenty of damage to the castle. Holes hastily patched in the roofs, chunks of half-melted airship lying about the halls. Rubble. The odd body. The morning after the attack, Maxim had gone to the washroom and found the charred corpse of a sailor from the Venture Capital had crashed through the ceiling and landed in the bathtub. Not a fun discovery at three a.m., suffice to say.

Fortunately, Maxim’s motto had always been to look at the bright side of things, and the damage had meant that he had a good reason to take a longer look at the castle. Much of it remained a mystery to him, not only because he’d only recently moved in, but also because he’d spent the first few weeks focused mainly on not dying. Reasonable priorities, in his opinion.

After a number of turns, stairs, and one crossing of a spiked pit, they reached what could only be the door to the library. It was a vast thing of wood bound by metal, with several gargoyles looming on either side, leering down at them.

“Wow,” Bitsy said as she looked over it. “That is a big lock.”

Maxim looked down at it. The lock was indeed big, brass, and very heavy looking.

“Do we have a key?” he asked.

“Damn right we do!” Bitsy cackled, swinging up her portable death ray. She widened her stance, weapon nestled against her hip, her eyes blazing as the heavy barrel hummed with energy. “We got a key to any lock there is!”

“I meant a real one!” Maxim quickly corrected, nudging the barrel down with his cane.

“Of course, master,” Moira said, reaching between her breasts and producing an elaborate black metal key.

“Awwww…” Bitsy moaned, lowering the barrel, whose hum died with a soft whine.

“I’m sure we’ll find something for you to shoot before long,” Maxim assured her as he took the key from Moira.

The petite woman perked back up. “Really?”

“Oh yes,” Maxim said despondently as he fitted the key into the lock, turning it with a loud clank and rattle. “I really really do.”

With a creak the doors swung open. Lights flickered on with an electric hum, revealing the towering stacks of Grimmwald’s library. They reached the ceiling, covered the walls and receded to where the lights didn’t reach, like pillars of a forgotten temple. A hush filled the air, and Maxim had the strangest feeling like he’d just walked into a room filled with whispers that fell silent as soon as he entered. The dust of ages danced in motes, and the grim suffocation of places of serious learning pressed down on him.

“So this is the library,” he said, his voice echoing back at him from seemingly every direction.

“Indeed, master. The main one,” Moira said, striding in, her shadow stretching longer than seemed right. “There are multiple smaller ones on various floors, often specializing in a specific subject. Cooking, thermodynamics, necromancy.”

“Is that right?”

“Indeed, master. However, many volumes your family has collected defy the hubris of Professor Dewey’s categorization system.”

“So how do you find things?” Maxim asked, sweeping a finger along a reading table and examining the dust.

“That’s the job of the librarian.”

He looked back at her with surprise. “I have a librarian?”

“Indeed, master. She has been with the family a long time, and came with centuries of experience.”

“Ah, good. Experienced. That’s… did you say centuries?”

“I did,” Moira said. “She alone knows where the Tome of Ritual is. Would you like to speak to her?”

“I imagine that would be helpful.”

“Understood, master. Please, come this way.”

As Moira drifted towards the stacks, as ever seeming to never so much walk as glide beneath those long skirts, Bitsy scuttled up beside Maxim, casting uneasy looks all over the place.

“Feels weird in here,” she whispered.

“Feels weird everywhere in the castle,” he noted, but he knew what she meant. There was a peculiar air in the library. One different from the rest of Grimmwald, and it wasn’t just the scent of old paper and ink. The air felt… taut. Expectant.

He wasn’t sure he liked it.

They followed Moira to a part of the library where the books were bound to the shelves by chains, and as he passed them, Maxim had a creeping suspicion it wasn’t to keep visitors from stealing them. The fact that he could hear a faint rattling as he passed by only strengthened this suspicion.

“Hmm…” Moira hummed, her delicate fingers walking like the legs of a spider down the volumes before halting on a particular book. “Ah, here we are,” she said, pulling it free, and as she unlocked it, Maxim was not reassured to notice it seemed rather more chained than others.

Nevertheless, he took the book handed to him and peered at it, his thumb stroking the pages. Vellum? Hopefully just that, but he had a sneaking suspicion they hadn’t used sheep skin, though he wouldn’t rule out some kind of skin. “The librarian isn’t… she’s not pressed between the pages like a flower, is she?” he asked.

“No, master,” Moira said.

“Good.”

“We keep those kinds of books three stacks over in the nonfiction section, among memoirs.”

Maxim nodded tiredly. “Of course we do. So, what’s this?”

“A tome of demonology.”

“What!”

Maxim nearly dropped the thing like a hot iron, but then thought better of it lest he inadvertently unleash the contents. He clutched the book and looked in shock at the slender figure of his maid. “What do you mean demonology?”

“Exactly that, master,” Moira said. “Your great great great uncle, Tobias Mort, was a great collector of tomes of unearthly lore. He made many trips to the orient to amass his collection, and even studied under the seers of the Black Circle among the Himalayas. He made frequent journeys to the bazaars of Cairo, Baghdad, and more, and even visited the ruins of Lemuria, among other lost cities. He was a fantastic scholar.”

“And how did he die?” Maxim asked suspiciously.

“Allergic reaction.”

“Really?”

“Indeed, master,” Moira said. “I fear he tried to sample a delicacy made from the flesh of a creature beyond the realms of our reality, but failed to realize it was a form of shellfish. He puffed up quite immensely before the end.”

“Oh. How unfortunate.”

“Oh no, master,” Moira said. “The unfortunate part came after, when those powers he’d formed pacts with came to collect their due. The sound of his screams as his soul was torn apart still haunts the dining room on the third floor.”

Maxim sighed. He knew that few sparks died well, what with their penchant for defying the laws of nature and stitching together monsters, but he was starting to wonder if anyone in his family had ever died of old age, peacefully and in their sleep?

Well, probably none who’d made Grimmwald their home, at any rate.

“So my librarian is a demon?” he asked glumly.

“Indeed, master. And no doubt she will be excited to meet you. You can read Atlantean, I trust?”

“I did take an elective…”

“It pleases me to see academia continues to teach the true classics, master,” Moira noted. “The ritual is a simple one, but I suggest you be careful. Demons are cunning creatures, and she will demand a test before she agrees to assist you.”

“I see,” Maxim said. Well, he’d come this far, he supposed. He looked again at the ancient tome. “Any advice for this?”

“A demon’s trial is dangerous, master. But they can be killed as surely as any mortal. Sometimes even more so.”

“So they’re not immune to a good blast,” Bitsy purred, hefting her death ray with a meaningful grin. “Good to know.”

Maxim gave the short woman a look, then steeled himself and cracked open the tome.

“Page six hundred sixty-seven, master,” Moira noted.

“Not six-sixty-six?”

“It was. But then they put in the index and it altered the count.”

“Ah,” he said, flipping to the page in question. Once there, he cleared his throat, and began to read.

The words came slowly. Awkwardly. As if it was not a language which the human tongue could manage.

And yet, something was happening.

Strange symbols burned into the stones of the floor before him, sizzling. Maxim read louder as the smoke began to seep from the markings, gathering before him. More flowed free. More. More. Pouring from the markings like from the chimneys of some infernal factory. Soon they filled the air before him in a thick black mass.

One that began to solidify.

Maxim’s brows rose as a pair of eyes glowed from within the smoke. Horns took shape and a mouth that burned like a window to hell yawned open.

“WHO?” boomed the voice. “WHO DARES SUMMON ME FROM MY SLUMBER?”

“I did,” Maxim declared, closing the book. “Maxim Volt. Master of Grimmwald. And I have summoned you to assist me.”

“GRIMMWALD?” the voice thundered, becoming less deep as the smoke continued to contract. “You’re the master of Grimmwald?”

“I am.”

“Oh how charming!” the voice said, pitch lightening yet further as the face receded into the smoke, which in turn parted like the curtains of a stage, revealing a woman.

Of sorts.

She was soft, that was Maxim’s first and most immediate impression of her. Her hair was long, all white and curled like wool. What seemed to be the most elaborate sleeping robe he’d ever seen draped her like a royal gown, stitched with gold and very, very revealing of her sumptuous pale curves. A body designed by a master artist to be beautiful. Even the pair of sheep-like horns curving from her head failed to detract from her loveliness. Her face was stunning and sweet, with eyes lidded and a smile of dreamy delight hovering on her lips.

But her eyes caught Maxim’s attention. Lidded as they were, they burned with the same sort of flames that had flared from the smoke.

“Spectacular to meet you,” the demon cooed, taking Maxim’s hand and shaking it. “Ah! So wonderful.”

“Is it?” he asked.

“Oh yes!” she replied, nodding enthusiastically. “Yes yes yes! I’ve always had such a wonderful relationship with the masters of Grimmwald. Their yearning for learning and knowledge is unmatched! Not even the Library of Alexandria had so many extensive volumes on ways to flay a man alive.”

“No,” Maxim admitted. “I imagine they didn’t…”

“Not to mention all the works they published themselves. Treatise on witchcraft and sorcery. Volumes upon volumes on vivisection. And some absolutely incredible books on quilting patterns.”

“Made of human skin?” Maxim hazarded.

“Oh no no no!” the demon exclaimed with a giggle. “Not in the least! Skin doesn’t hold that well. Oh! But listen to me, prattling on. Sareen Somina. Chief librarian of the castle. And what a pleasure it is to make your acquaintance. So!” she exclaimed, brightening yet further. “What do you need? A guidebook on interesting bogs? One hundred and One Ways to Serve Man? Oh! Perhaps How to Win Friends and Immolate People? Bestseller, you know. Nero’s last work.”

“Nero wrote books?”

“Well, mostly bad plays, but he had some very unique ideas on how to motivate people.”

“Indeed, master,” Moira put him. “Your great great grandfather Rue Bohem was an avid fan. He’d often put on performances for the townspeople, whose attendance was, of course, mandatory.”

“Were they any good?” Maxim asked.

“Absolutely, master,” Moira said. “Sadly, he broke a leg mid dance and fell in front of the cannons right as they fired for the big climax. It was a showstopper unlike any other.”

“Ha!” Bitsy cackled. “Now that I’d have liked to see.”

“Oh yes yes yes,” Sareen sighed. “He was such a creative man. Would you like to read some of his original plays? He was very productive.”

“Another time, maybe,” Maxim replied quickly. “Actually, I was hoping to find a particular volume. The Tome of Ritual.”

Sareen’s eyebrows flashed up, then lowered suggestively. “Ohhh,” she purred. “Oh ho ho! So that’s what you want, hm?”

“Seems… traditional,” he noted. “Do you have it?”

“Of course,” she giggled, her hand fluttering before her lips and her eyes scrutinizing him shrewdly. “But there is a cost…”

“It wouldn’t happen to be a library card?” he asked optimistically.

“Afraid not,” she said. “No, I’m afraid that if you want the tome, you must pass a test of knowledge from me, and answer unto me these questions three.”

“I need to answer three questions to get a book?”

“Yes. It is tradition.”

“Of course it is,” Maxim sighed. “And, what happens if I get one wrong?”

“Then you will not get the book,” Sareen purred. “Plus, I suppose I’ll drag your soul down into the pits of hell and torture it for all eternity.”

“Torture?”

“Well,” she admitted with a shrug, “we say torture, but you are awfully cute. I could see myself keeping you as a pet. Oh yes,” the demoness said, licking her lips as her eyes roved up and down Maxim’s body. “Yes. Just a loincloth. Those muscles on display. Maybe a collar… I think I could use you during those quiet afternoons when I finished studying.”

Maxim eased back a bit from the demoness’s hungry look. Though, he couldn’t help but notice that Bitsy let out a little squeal of excitement at the mental image. “Er… right. And I don’t suppose there’s any other way we can convince you to lend a hand?” he tried.

“Nope,” the demoness chimed. “Sorry. Us demons do have a reputation to uphold.”

Maxim grimaced. But the Grimmbell was apparently a beloved ritual in the valley, and seeing as it was his home, he’d best get the damn book on how to do it right. Besides, refusing his librarian right off the bat would set a bad precedent.

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll do it.”

“Wonderful,” Sareen crooned, spreading her arms. “Now, to begin!”

The air seemed to thrum, growing heavier. The shadows deeper and the crimson light from the ritual circle burned brighter. Sareen grinned down at him, her eyes flashing as she raised her finger.

“The first question,” she purred, voice resonating in the air. “What… is the average velocity of an unladen swallow?”

Maxim raised a brow. “European?”

“Yes!” Sareen replied with a grin.

“Twenty to twenty-four kilometers per hour.”

Sareen’s triumphant expression slipped to a frown. “How could you possibly know that?”

“I did a study on aeronautics,” he explained. “Naturally, I looked into various airborne animals. From birds, bats, and even the Scottish hydrogen toads. Sadly, the means of heavier than air flight continue to elude me.”

“But seeing those frogs explode sure was fun,” Bitsy giggled.

Maxim didn’t necessarily agree.

At least, not out loud.

“Hmm,” the demoness hummed, crossing her arms and giving Maxim a measuring look. “I see you’re going to be a bit more of a challenge. Alright, try this one. What… is black and white and red all over.”

“Oooh! I know!” Bitsy chimed in.

“Ah ah! No helping him,” Sareen chimed.

“Is it a newspaper?” Maxim posed.

Sareen stared at him in shock. “How the hell did you know that one?”

“It’s not exactly new,” Maxim replied. “How long has it been since you’ve been out of your tome?”

Sareen nervously coughed into her hand. “Um… a while.”

“Good thing I couldn’t answer,” Maxim heard Bitsy whisper to Moira. “I’d have guessed a lab rat that got caught in some newly oiled gears.”

“Alright. Alright!” Sareen said, holding out her hands to forestall any more comments. “Get this one! What… have I got in my pocket!”

Maxim frowned. “That’s not a riddle,” he objected.

“Sure it is! You just have to guess,” she said, crossing her arms with a cocky smirk.

“No it isn’t,” Maxim protested, gesturing at her. “You don’t even have pockets!”

“Of course I do! I…”

Sareen touched her hips. Paused. Her eyes widened a fraction and her hands quickly patted down the rest of her flattering and quite form fitting outfit.

“So, nothing, I suppose is the answer,” Maxim said.

Sareen’s head snapped up in shocked understanding. Then her face scrunched in a pout. “Oh poop,” she muttered as Bitsy laughed.

“I take it that means I get the book?” Maxim asked.

The demoness rolled her eyes. “Fine. Fine, I suppose you do,” she sighed, waving her hand. Around them shadows seemed to stretch, gathering in her palm. Within a moment they solidified into a great black book, its cover inlaid with silvery designs. “Here you are,” Sareen said, holding it out. “Grimmwald’s Tome of Ritual.”

“Much obliged,” Maxim said, taking the book. He examined its thickness with curiosity and wariness. “Is that it, then?”

“I suppose so,” Sareen replied despondently. “Bit of a shame,” she said, looking him up and down again. “I could have really used a new pet.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“Oh well,” the demoness shrugged. “Maybe next time! Best of luck with the ceremony. And if you ever need help finding another book, or just to have a bit of fun, you know where to find me!”

With a teasing flutter of her fingers, the demon faded away, dissolving back into smoke that soon disintegrated, though Maxim did notice the runic marking remained burned into the floor. He made a mental note not to summon her anywhere that had expensive carpeting.

“Well,” he said, tucking the thick book under his arm and glancing at the two women. “Who’s up for lunch?”


Ch. 2 Luncheon

Lunch was held in the dining hall, which was as impressive a place as one could expect from a place like Grimmwald. Ratty banners hung on the walls, despondently limp and somewhat moth-eaten. The ceiling was so high it was lost in shadow, and the table so long it could have seated a rampaging horde back from a bout of neighbourly pillaging. It was also quite empty these days. Today, it only held Maxim, Bitsy, and Moira.

Maxim had taken his seat, having prepared the meal. This was his own choice, as the castle lacked a cook, and he wasn’t eager to see what the gremlins or Moira considered ‘edible’.

Bitsy was seated beside him, and eating the meal he’d prepared with every hint of enjoyment. “Mmm! Oh Sparky,” she gasped. “This soup is amazing!”

“Well,” he said, trying not to show his pleasure at her praise, “cooking is really more of a science than art. And once you realize you can roast an entire chicken in twenty seconds with an electrode and sufficient voltage, it makes the whole process much faster.”

“I bet,” Bitsy said, giving him a flutter of lashes as she scooted her chair closer to his. “Plus, we gotta keep up our energy, right?” she asked, her hand coming to rest on his leg under the table. “And I have to say, seeing you face down that demon was pretty…” She leaned in closer, her voice dropping further. “...Hot…”

Maxim swallowed the chicken he’d just taken a bite of. “You don’t say?”

“I do,” Bitsy cooed as her hand stroked his leg. “In fact, once we finish this, how about you and I…”

The door at the end of the hall slammed open with a crash, making Maxim jump. He twisted towards it and stared.

There stood Katarina Wyld in all her glory. Black leathers and straps garbed her like a renegade from a most gothic asylum. A fluffy tail swished happily behind her and wolf ears perked up from a mane of silvery white hair. Her eyes burned like rubies and her grin bared pronounced canines. Fit, tall, her curvy chest pushed out her top, but for once that didn’t draw Maxim’s attention. No, that honour belonged to the corpse of a massive bear she was casually carrying on her shoulder.

It had a waistcoat on.

And a bowtie.

Maxim watched, flummoxed as Katarina strutted into the room and up to the table.

“My mate! Behold!” she cried, flinging the corpse onto the table with a bang that shook it. She gestured grandly at the furry bulk. “I have slain a bear!”

“Yes. I… see that,” Maxim said, still somewhat shaken. “Very… impressive.”

“Yes!” Katarina said, preening. “I am impressive! I am strong! I am best girl!”

“What!” Bitsy snapped, pushing herself to her feet in order to glare at the werewolf. “You are not!”

“Did small one kill bear today?” Katarina asked smugly.

“Well… no.”

“There! Then I am best girl. Am right, mate?”

“Er…” Maxim began.

Katarina planted her hands on the table and leaned in, her tail wagging with excitement. “And best girl gets rewards, yes? You brush tail?”

“I will?”

She gave him a puzzled look, her wagging slowing. “Is bear not good enough for tail brushing?”

Though not up to date on the current exchange rate of large dead animals to brushings, Maxim supposed it seemed fair. “I… suppose it is,” he said after a moment. With a fork he poked at the tattered jacket the beast wore. “But, why is it wearing a waistcoat?”

“Oh.” Katarina gestured vaguely. “Bear already had on when I found it.”

“It did?”

“Is that problem?”

Maxim suspected it could be. Fashionably dressed ursines weren’t the strangest things in Grimmwald, but it was definitely out of the ordinary. Nature abhorred tweed. In fact, looking at the sheer size of the bear, he had a sneaking suspicion there was something else going on.

Something… sparky.

“Where did you find it?” he asked.

Katarina snorted. “It wander into territory. And stink of woman!”

“Someone fucked the bear?” Bitsy asked.

“I not think so. But it kept animal,” Katarina said.

“I imagine it was,” Maxim mused. He pushed back some of the fur on its head and revealed the telltale sign of stitching. “Someone altered it.” He glanced back up at Katarina. “Were there more of these?”

The werewolf frowned. “I did not find. But maybe. Territory is big. I will have pack look.”

“Would you? I’d appreciate it.”

“Enough for tail brushing?”

“I don’t see why not.”

Katarina beamed and jumped onto the table. She kicked the bear off, causing Bitsy to squeak and jump out of the way before the corpse could flatten her. Ignoring the indignant lab assistant, Katarina sat down in front of Maxim, her back to him and tail swishing eagerly.

Maxim sighed, but supposed he didn’t have any real objections. So he pushed aside his lunch before the werewolf’s tail smacked it off the table. “Moira?” he called.

“Master?” the maid replied, instantly at his side, her nearness prompting Katarina’s fur to bristle and a growl to come from the werewolf.

“There are some brushes in my luggage,” Maxim said, ignoring the now familiar antagonism the werewolf had for the maid. “Would you mind bringing them here?”

“These ones, my lord?”

He stared at the silver brushes she brought out of her pocket. A question hovered at the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed it back. Some things were better not knowing. “Thank you,” he said. “Please keep it still,” he asked the werewolf as he began running the brush through her pale tail fur. “I don’t want to tear any hairs out.”

“Mmm,” Katarina hummed, shivering. “Will try, mate. But feels goooood.”

Maxim nodded as he got to work, running the brush along the werewolf’s fur, much to her evident pleasure, to judge by the soft whines and pants that escaped her.

“How are you so good at that?” Bitsy asked, leaning over his shoulder.

“Practice,” Maxim said as he deftly untangled some unpleasant knots. “I used to do my sister’s hair all the time. Apparently, I was very good at it.”

“They made you do their hair?”

“They didn’t make me,” Maxim protested indignantly. “It was the job of a good brother to make sure his sisters were presentable.”

Bitsy gave him a look. “Couldn’t they have hired someone?”

“They did when I went off to school.”

“Mhmmm…”

He looked at her sharply. “What?”

“Nothing,” Bitsy said impishly. “Nothing at all.”

Maxim glared at her, but the smile she was sporting told him that she wouldn’t be forthcoming. Not without a bit of interrogation. Preferably the kind that involved a paddle, handcuffs, and maybe even a collar. And tempting as it was to indulge her, Maxim knew he hadn’t the time.

“How is my schedule, Moira?” he asked aloud as he resumed brushing.

“Quite full, master,” his maid reported, drifting up beside him and ignoring Katarina’s wary growl. “Delia has sent a message to the castle requesting your presence in town. There is apparently a meeting among the guild masters and city council of Burdenga concerning the Grimmbell, and other issues.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes, master. You also wished to speak to the Grand Chromium Company respecting recent business acquisitions.”

“Ah yes. That,” Maxim said dourly. It was not a conversation he was looking forward to. Especially after the company had tried to kill him.

Well, technically it had been their former president. Which had not gone well, as it turned out. Maxim had taken a certain amount of satisfaction ripping Tiberius Chrome apart using some magnets. Unfortunately, not before the bastard had levelled part of the castle.

But so life went. At least, it did these days. Best to just get used to it. There certainly were upsides.

“There is also this, master,” Moira said, producing a crimson letter. “Delivered with the post this morning.”

Curious, Maxim paused in brushing to take it. His brow furrowed further at the sight of the seal, resembling a spider with a gear on its abdomen. “Well now,” he murmured, abandoning Katarina’s tail for a moment. “That is odd…”

“Can’t letter wait?” the werewolf whined, looking pleadingly over her shoulder.

“I do not recommend it,” Moira said. “It is from Duke Aris.”

“Aris?” Maxim remarked, the name sparking recognition. “The Spider?”

“Ugh,” Bitsy said, scowling. “What’s he want?”

“Little good,” Maxim said, slitting open the envelope and fetching the letter out. Though never taking a great deal of interest in the politics of the continent, Maxim had heard of Duke Aris. A major player among the Hundred Houses who governed much of Europa, he had a reputation as a cunning politician and statesman, and was also renowned as a powerful spark. His giant mechanical spiders and fleet of airships made him a force to be reckoned with. A terror and champion of the Austro-Hungarian Alliance. Even his enemies listened when he spoke. That he lived near the Grimm valley boded poorly.

Maxim’s brows knit as he read, face twisting in a grimace.

“What’s it say?” Bitsy asked.

“It says,” Maxim said slowly, “that he is coming to visit on business. Something about unfinished work he had with my uncle, and he’s looking forward to making the acquaintance of the new lord of Grimmwald.”

“Business? What business?” Bitsy asked sharply.

“Doesn’t say,” Maxim said, glancing at Moira. “Do you know?”

The maid shook her head. “I do not, master. Though your uncle and the Duke were on excellent terms, often exchanging research.”

“Hmm,” Maxim hummed, returning the letter to the envelope. “Well, maybe Delia will know. One more reason to see her today, at any rate. Moira? Could you instruct the gremlins to prep my car?” he asked the maid as he picked up the brushes once more. “I’d like to head into town after this.”

“Of course, my lord,” Moira demurred, drifting back before turning and vanishing through a door.

“These knots are impossible,” Maxim grunted as he carefully unwove more snags in Katarina’s tail.

“Want to just chop them off?” Bitsy asked with a mischievous grin. “I can grab the electric razor if you want.”

“You not!” Katarina yelped with a pleading look back at Maxim.

“Of course I won’t,” Maxim assured her, finally managing to undo one of the worst tangles. “I’ve dealt with far worse. Compared to straightening out the wiring to the tesla coils, this is child’s play.”

“And feels goooood,” Katarina said, arching a little, and Maxim could hear her nails digging into the table.

Which was not great for the varnish, but whatever. Though he hadn’t exactly planned for his morning to involve brushing his local werewolf, it was quite relaxing.

Which should have been his first clue that it probably wouldn’t last.

“Tally hoooooo!”

The crash of glass had Maxim bolt to his feet and spin towards one of the windows, just in time to see a man swing in on a rope, leaping free to land deftly on the dining table. Tall, broad, the man’s clefted chin thrust out confidently while a double-breasted coat swished around his muscular frame. Tools and weapons hung from his belt and a brash grin shone from his face like the sun, crested by a handlebar mustache. He planted a hand on his hip, the other holding a sword he flourished.

“Have no fear, local maidens. For Sir Wesley Malevola, Gentleman Adventurer! is here to save the day! And now, you pernicious madman, prepare to face justice at last!”

“Wesley!” Bitsy shrieked, horror and fury warring on her face as she bolted to her feet. “What the hell are you doing here!”

“My duty, dear Bitsy! I have come to free you from the maligned influence of this rogue! Now, tyrant, prepare to die!”

“What-” Maxim began.

Wesley suddenly lashed out with his foot, slamming it into Maxim’s chest. The impact threw the spark back into his chair, toppling it over to the floor with a crash.

“You hit mate!” Katarina snarled, launching herself to her feet, her eyes blood red and nails turning to claws. Even as Maxim pulled himself back to his feet, he saw Katarina lunge at the man, her claws flashing, only for Wesley to duck the vicious blow. But Katarina wasn’t finished, and managed to grab him by the collar, wrenching him back around.

Wesley laughed, twisting about to face her anew. “Aha! A werewolf! I expected nothing less in the demesne of such malevolent madness. But I have faced your kind before, foul fiend. Have at you!”

Wesley’s hand snapped to his belt then up, hurling a black powder that strongly resembled pepper into Katarina’s face. The werewolf’s nose wrinkled, her face screwing up and she clapped her hands over her nose with a loud sneeze.

“Katarina!” Maxim shouted over the werewolf’s sneezing fit, even as Wesley knocked her aside, in the same motion pulling a pistol from his belt and swung it up towards Maxim.

“Any last words?” the hero asked, cocking his pistol with a click.

“Yes. Catch,” Maxim said, a flick of his thumb killing the dampener on his cane as he tossed it at the other man.

Reflexively, Wesley grabbed it. He gave the crackling orb a confused look before a blast of static exploded in his hand, the large man yelping as he was hurled back through the air, crackling with ambient static before smashing through another window.

“Baaad fooooooooorm!” the adventurer shouted, his voice fading away.

Maxim rushed towards the shattered window, picking up his cane as he went. With great care he peered through the opening at the deep, deep drop into the chasm that bordered the castle. Katarina joined him after a moment, rubbing her nose, eyes red.

“Is… is man killed?” the werewolf sniffled.

Bitsy scoffed, stalking up to glare down as well. “If something like that was enough to kill him, he’d be dead ten times over.”

The werewolf gave the mousy woman a confused look. “Who is annoying one?”

“The biggest pain in the ass this side of the Caucasus,” Bitsy growled. “A self-righteous moron who insists he’s the greatest hero the world has ever known.”

“Better known as your brother,” Maxim noted.

Bitsy groaned, covering her face with her hands. “Don’t remind me!”

“Huh.” Katarina again looked out the window. “...Is he going to be problem?”

“Terminally,” Bitsy bit out.

“Maybe,” Maxim sighed. “But he won’t try and shoot me in the back at least. He’s a gentleman adventurer, after all.”

“That’s right. He’ll try and shoot you in the front,” Bitsy snapped. She glanced back up at him. “If you do kill him, I won’t blame you for it, Sparky.”

“I’d prefer not to kill your brother,” Maxim replied. “Your father hates me enough already.”

“Fuck him,” Bitsy spat, glaring out the window again. “If you get a chance, blow Wesley’s smug head off!” She sighed and looked Maxim’s way. “I’ll try and do something about the idiot, Sparky. But I can’t promise much. That moron doesn’t have much going on in his head, so if one thing gets in there it can be hard to dislodge.”

Maxim nodded grimly. “Well, do your best,” he said.

For it looked like life had just gotten a bit more complicated…


Ch. 3 Tourist Trap

The thing about ruling Grimmwald that Maxim understood and, sadly, quite a lot of his ancestors had not, was that he wasn’t merely the master of the castle, but its domains entirely. Which included the town which sat in the middle of the valley. Fortunately, the populace appeared fully able to manage itself with minimal input from him, beyond the odd crushing of an invader and an implied willingness to torture dissidents.

That being said, people did expect a tyrant to make an appearance now and then. Imposing statues only went so far in enforcing despotism. People wanted to see dear leader in the flesh, be it at the head of a parade of mutant monsters, haranguing the crowd from a balcony, or stomping through main street at the controls of a new warmachine.

It was… tradition.

With a grinding sound Maxim heaved up the door of the castle’s garage, unveiling the depth of its collection. And also a hundred beady red lights that swivelled his way.

“Hello, my minions,” he greeted.

“Eek!”

Like a flood the gremlins swarmed across the garage, abandoning the machines they’d been tinkering on as they clustered around him, chattering and scraping in eager subservience. He ignored them, which only delighted the creatures more as he strode forward, the little monsters scurrying out of his path and into his wake. For a moment Maxim slowed as he passed by the Yaga. The two-legged stomper was hung up by chains like a hunk of meat in a metallic butcher’s shop, pieces of it strewn about from the ongoing repairs. It was a wonderful ride, he had to admit, though it wouldn’t do now. It had been largely destroyed by a monstrous chicken sent to kill him, and repairs were still ongoing. Along with… improvements.

Maxim licked his lips as he surveyed the mass of brass and iron, with parts hanging from the ceiling and tools lying around it like some mad metal surgery. Yes. It would be a wonderful vehicle when he was done. A device of unspeakable power and speed. Let anyone try and keep him off the roads once its flamethrower and patented hydraulic kicker legs were functional! Road worthy? Ha! When he was done, it would be road warrior worthy!

Sadly, that was in the future. For the present, he’d fortunately had the foresight to fix up a substitute. And though it lacked a decent phlogiston cannon, it made up for it in… other ways.

With a roaring snarl more animal than machine, Maxim’s Electrowagon roadster ripped out of the garage, scattering gremlins as he soared through the gatehouse and down the winding mountain path to Burdenga proper. Goggles down, scarf flapping in his wake, Maxim grinned and hauled on the levers that would keep the engine from exploding. Sadly, whichever of his ancestors had first built the thing hadn’t had much respect for the concept of ‘brakes,’ presumably assuming that anything that failed to get out of the way deserved to be hit.

“It had served your ancestor well,” Moira had informed him, “until he discovered boulders always had the right of way.”

After straightening out the front of the hood and cleaning the bloodstains off the dash, Maxim and the gremlins had managed to rig up brakes in some fashion, mainly by siphoning off energy from the engine and dispersing it via a tesla coil he’d crammed into the backseat. That was the one good thing about Grimmwald. It had no shortage of spare parts, provided you didn’t mind cannibalizing something.

Or someone.

As the city gates rose into view Maxim cranked a lever and began dissipating the energy in the roadster, the coil behind him humming, discharging ambient electricity into the ground in crackles of static like snapping bullwhips. Harmless, though anything metallic he passed would give someone a bit of a shock for several hours.

And as he cruised through Burdenga, and the scenery resolved from a speed blurred smear to something more detailed, he noted that there was something different about the town. Something that hadn’t been there when he first arrived. Like it hadn’t quite been right. A pall had hung over the place like the smog from the former robber baron’s factories.

Now though people looked downright cheerful. The streets were crowded and business was booming. Many shops had rid themselves of the Grand Chromium Company logos and were in the hands of new or old management. It was as if people had been unsure about anything, but now walked with confidence in everything they did. Even the beggars hunched by the Gallow Gates looked a bit cheerier, if not any cleaner.

And all because once more there was a master in the castle, as everyone was eager to remind him.

It was a strange thought for Maxim, yet there was no denying it. It was as if the town didn’t work properly until there was some brooding madman lurking in the corridors of Grimmwald. Even if the master didn’t do anything, just knowing he was there seemed to have provided something vital to the town. It was an unnerving idea. Maxim had never exactly been vital anywhere. Sure, he’d been helpful back home, but his family managed to keep going while he was away at school. Well, mostly they had, anyway. Actually, now that he thought about it, maybe he had been a bit more important around the estate than he thought? Likely it had kept his brother from indulging in his more impulsive and stupid tendencies, which was also probably why the bastard had conspired against him.

With a shake of his head, Maxim set his jaw. Well, no matter. He may have made mistakes in England, but he had no intention of repeating them. Grimmwald was his domain now, and he intended to rule it properly.

And today, that meant meeting the important citizens.

The hum of his roadster had faded utterly by the time he reached the park near city hall. Parking it on the curb, he climbed out of the seat and pulled off his goggles, then checked the town’s clocktower. Hmm. A little early, but that was fine. He could wait a bit.

The barking of a dog drew Maxim’s attention to a nearby tree. He frowned at the sight of the small animal, its paws planted on the trunk, muzzle raised as it continued to snap at something up in the branches.

Maxim looked up, squinting, and caught a glimpse of a heeled shoe among the leaves.

Oh dear.

With grim resolve he started off towards the tree. “Shoo,” Maxim said, flapping his hands at the yapping dog. “Go on. Git!”

The animal abandoned the tree and turned his way, giving a low growl. Maxim glared at the dog in turn.

“Creature!” he boomed in a tone of bombastic command, static crackling from his cane. “Begone from this place! Lest you face my terrible wrath!”

The dog yelped, hesitated, then snorted and turned away, trotting off.

Maxim watched it go, nodded to himself, then looked back up into the tree.

At first, he only saw a poof of white petticoat and the frill of a powder blue dress, but then he managed to make out more of the woman among the branches. “Miss?” he called.

“Y-yes?” squeaked the reply.

“Are you alright?”

She glanced down at him from through waves of curly red hair. “Is… is the dog gone?”

“It is. You can come down now.”

He saw her shift in the tree. “I ah… that is… Yes. I should. I… Eep!”

The instant Maxim saw her slip he took a quick step forward, putting out his arms. With a squeal of surprise the woman fell, Maxim grunting as he was nearly buried under lace and frill as she dropped bridal style into his arms.

He adjusted his grip, and looked at just who he’d caught.

She was quite pretty, with petite features and a mane of fiery red hair. Her eyes were wide and shone a brilliant green, her soft lips parted in a gasp. She wore a tight green dress with many frills that flared about her legs, the bodice tight around her modest chest. Her arms clung to him, trembling in shock.

“Are you alright?” he asked, finally letting her down.

“Ah, yes, fine. Thank you, sir,” she said, her voice flustered as she smoothed out her dress with one hand, the other still leaning on him.

“My pleasure,” he said. “My name is Maxim.”

“Beatrix,” she replied, offering her hand. “Beatrix… er, yes. Just Beatrix. My apologies,” she continued quickly. “I was waiting for my servant and the dog ah… startled me and began to chase me.”

“Do you know why?”

She flushed and fidgeted. “I ah, attempted to pet it. I have a certain affection for animals,” she said, wringing her hands. “Unfortunately, it didn’t um, seem to share it.”

“Apparently,” Maxim observed, trying to hide his smile.

“I-I really am quite good with them normally,” she said, blushing. “I’ll have you know I’ve worked with animals all my life!”

“I’m sure you have,” Maxim said soothingly. “I meant no offence.”

“Oh. Well. Good.” She cleared her throat, then stiffly curtsied. “At any rate, thank you again.”

Maxim gave her a faint bow. “Happy to be of service. Are you visiting Burdenga?” he asked.

“I am, in fact,” she said, her demeanour growing more formal. “Visiting on business.”

“Wonderful. I’m sure you’ll enjoy your stay. Have you had a chance to look around town?”

“Er, no. Not too much of one,” she admitted, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. She stole a shy look at him. “But… well, if you wanted to show me around, then maybe…”

“Mistress?”

Maxim looked aside at the voice to spot… well, she was dressed as a maid, but she looked more like a patchwork doll. Stitches traced their way across her features, and what looked like a pair of large, tufted cat ears poked their way out of hair in turns brown, green, and red. Mismatched eyes watched the pair of them with amusement that reminded Maxim alarmingly of Bitsy.

“Zava!” Beatrix declared with a huff. “There you are! What kept you?”

“Forgive me, mistress,” the maid said with a curtsy. “I fear I was distracted in arranging our deliveries. Why? Did something happen?”

“H-happen? No,” Beatrix said quickly, drawing herself up. “Nothing at all.”

“No?” Zava said, glancing at her mistress, then at Maxim. “Because you look a bit pale mistress. As if you were assailed by some vicious monster and forced to take refuge in a place of relative safety.” Zava reached out, plucking a leaf from Beatrix’s hair. “Like perhaps a tree.”

Maxim glanced at Beatrix, whose face had grown a bit pinker. “O-of course not! Nothing of the sort.”

“Ah,” Zava said. “Then you weren’t heroically saved by some dashing passerby and swept into a pair of muscular arms, your heart giving a race of delight and anticipation. Your blood warming and a mysterious sensation taking hold of you. Heat coiling in the hollow space beneath your stomach before sinking even lower, awakening certain… sensations you’ve not felt before?”

Beatrix’s eyes flicked back to a bemused Maxim, and her face grew a shade redder. “I… I would never!”

“Ah,” Zava said, crossing her hands before her demurely. “My mistake, then. Good evening, Lord Volt.”

Maxim arched a brow. “You know me?”

“Only a complete moron wouldn’t recognize the new tyrant of Grimmwald,” Zava said before inclining her head towards Beatrix. “Right, mistress?”

“Of course! I knew he was… was…”

Maxim had rarely seen a face shift between hues so quickly. In an instant Beatrix’s went from bright red to ashen pale. Her head slowly turned to look at him.

“You’re the master of Grimmwald?” she asked tightly.

Maxim winced. Damn, he’d been afraid of that. Little surprise she would react that way, considering his family’s reputation. “I’m afraid so,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I did give you my name.”

“Not quite what you expected, mistress?” Zava asked sweetly.

Beatrix jumped, drew herself up. “I… that is… I… um… I must b-be off! Come, Zava!”

“Of course, mistress,” the patchwork maid demurred, even as Beatrix practically ran down the path, hiking up her skirts in her haste to be away. “Farewell, my lord,” the maid said, curtsying to him again before turning and following her mistress at a more sedate pace.

Maxim merely leaned on his cane, watching the pair vanish around a corner. Haa. Well, that was unfortunate. She’d seemed like a sweet woman, but it should only be expected. Anyone would be cautious around even a regular spark, who were liable to take offence quite easily. No one wanted to annoy someone who knew how to switch a person’s brain with a squirrel’s. And being the lord of the terrible domain of Grimmwald would carry even more menace as a matter of course.

“A pity,” Maxim mused tiredly.

“My lord?”

He turned his head and spotted Delia coming across the plaza and towards him. Dressed in a casual blue dress, beret, and white gloves, she was a slim woman though clearly knew how to accessorize. All of which hid a number of weapons she secreted about herself, Maxim well knew. She carried herself with stiff propriety, the sunlight flashing off her monocle as she came to a stop before him.

“Were you speaking to someone, my lord?” she asked curiously, peering past him.

He waved dismissively. “Just a visitor to town.”

“Hm.” She glanced back at him. “At any rate, the council is prepared to see you now.”

“Well, that’s something anyway,” he said, starting off with his seneschal. “May as well get started on that.”


Ch. 4 Of Cheese and Politics

“Anything I should know beforehand?” Maxim asked as the pair of them made their way towards city hall.

Delia fixed him with a stern look. “Yes, my lord. Beware the cheesemongers.”

“The cheesemongers?”

She nodded seriously. “Yes. They are the most powerful guild in the city, for they control the banks.”

Maxim lifted a brow. “The… cheesemongers do?”

“Naturally. Nearly everyone in Burdenga holds their money invested in their golden rinds. Especially after one of your ancestors discovered a way to turn lead into gold.”

“Ah,” Maxim said in sudden memory. “Yes, that. We covered that in our history class. It almost led to a crash in the Mediterranean market, but I heard the formula was lost.”

“It was, my lord. He never shared it.”

“That’s a pity. I’d be interested in how he did it.”

“According to the local lore, your ancestor considered it a failure.”

“A failure?”

“Yes. Apparently he’d been trying to get blood from a stone.”

Maxim shook his head. That was always the problem with sparks. They could make the most incredible discoveries, but if it wasn’t exactly what they were looking for, they’d often throw the baby out with the bathwater. Literally, in the case of early homunculi. Though, he wondered if his ancestor had truly burned the formula, or if certain people had simply saw fit for it to be destroyed and its creator killed? Bankers and merchants could be very staid and boring, but if you threatened their money, you’d see more cold ruthlessness than at a vampire’s dinner.

“So that’s why the cheesemongers are bankers?” he asked.

“It is, my lord. A sensible investment when the markets become volatile. Even today, a block of Grimm parmesan, once suitably aged, is worth its weight in gold. Why, the Medici’s themselves held great stock in the gruyere of the Burdenga Cheesemongers. And this generation’s Dairy Queen is not to be meddled with lightly.”

“Dairy Queen?”

“The official title.”

“Really? Not the Big Cheese?”

“Only on ceremonial occasions, my lord.”

Maxim shrugged it off. Honestly, he’d have been surprised to find the finances in this city worked sanely.

They soon reached the town hall and made their way inside. Clerks ducked their heads as they passed, but much to Maxim’s surprise a woman dressed in a trim but encompassing uniform met them at the stairs. She wore long gloves and what appeared to be a broad hat, which was probably necessary against the sun, for Maxim had no doubt she burned very easily. Namely, because she was a vampire.

She beamed at him, a pair of spectacles perched before her red eyes, her black hair tied up behind her head and elfin ears twitching. “My lord. Lady,” she said, bowing.

“Janine,” Delia said, with a respectful nod. “Is the burgomaster with the others?”

“He’s waiting for you upstairs,” she said, gesturing for them to pass.

Delia nodded and led the way up some stairs. Maxim glanced back as they left the vampire behind, then looked to Delia. “Who was that?”

“Janine,” she said. “Clausewitz’s secretary.”

Maxim raised an eyebrow at that, but decided to keep his own council. He was still learning a lot about the region he now called his. Vampires having more domestic jobs than idle and threatening nobility shouldn’t be too surprising. Though he might start asking questions if they went into the medical profession…

Up the stairs they found Clausewitz, the burgomaster, waiting outside a pair of large doors.

When he first met the burgomaster of Burdenga, Maxim had wondered if the man was a chimera of human and walrus. Even now Maxim still wasn’t entirely sure. The rotund burgomaster was puffing heavily on a cigar, his thumbs looped into the front of his officious robe. The chain of his office hung from his neck and down his gut with golden links, and as the pair arrived his florid face brightened and his full-bodied mustache quivered.

“Hr hr hrm! My lord,” Clausewitz declared, sweeping off his hat with a deep bow. “Always a pleasure. Yes, a great pleasure! Hr hrmf.”

“Clausewitz,” Maxim said, shaking the man’s hand, feeling a bit better about the meeting now. The bluff burgomaster was a steadfast ally, and had been even before Maxim saved his daughter. “How are you?”

“Most wonderful, my lord. Absolutely splendid! As is my dear daughter, Rebecca. You remember her?”

“Hard to forget,” Maxim said.

“To be sure, my lord. To be sure,” Clausewitz said, winking knowingly. “She has most… hr hrm, impressive-“

“Tracts of land. Yes. I remember,” Maxim said as politely as he could.

Clausewitz’s head boobed, ash pattering off his cigar. “That she does, my lord.. Hr hrm. That she does. And she, I must say, has been quite smitten with you of late, my lord. Oh yes. Hr hrf. Most smitten. And is most eager to make your reacquaintance, should you need another servant around the castle. Or,” he added, leaning in and dropping his voice suggestively, “perhaps a… mistress.”

Maxim forced himself not to roll his eyes. “I’m fine at the moment, Clausewitz. Still settling into the castle.”

Clausewitz eased back again, nodding sagely as he tapped some ash from his cigar. “Hr hrm. Well, as you say, my lord. As you say. For today, though, I hope you’re ready. The council is most eager to meet you.”

“And I them. Shall we?”

Clausewitz nodded and turned about, heaving the doors open before striding inside.

Maxim followed, his gaze sweeping the interior. The council chambers consisted of a large room with a thick wooden table in the middle. Trophies of animal and monster heads covered the walls like that of a hunting lodge, while lamps turned low lit the interior. The curtains were drawn, which made sense when Maxim spotted the vampires.

Conversation stilled the moment he entered, every eye swivelling his way. Maxim took in the group with a glance. Most of the council were clearly guild masters of some sort, as they were dressed in the ceremonial costumes of their trade. The tailor with a hat like a pin cushion, the machinists in overalls and face still smudged with oil while his arm of iron, brass and gears hissed and steamed as he drummed his fingers on the table. Even the butcher’s guild master was present; a man wearing a ring of wurst around his neck instead of a chain of office, his arms beefier than what came out of his shop.

And among them was what could only be the Dairy Queen.

It couldn’t be anyone else, Maxim decided, unless the head of the fool’s guild had decided to wear a hat that looked like a massive wedge of gouda. Not outside the realm of possibility, though the grim solemness of the wearer put that theory to rest. Somewhat less expected was that the Dairy Queen was a man. He sat with severe dignity in a pair of overalls, a white and black spotted robe, and a chain of office made of gold.

And yet, though the Dairy Queen surely did command attention, Maxim didn’t miss the two women sitting in the deepest shadows of the room.

He recognized the Countess and Triana at once, even though they wore consuming gowns of black and broad hats trimmed with veils. Long gloves ensured neither showed even an inch of skin save the faces, which were both beautiful and predatory. Elfin ears pointed outwards and red eyes were lidded in amusement. The Countess Maxim recognized just by her outline, as she was the first portly vampire he’d ever seen. Triana on the other hand was more classically vampiric, being slender and coldly beautiful.

“My fellow councillors! Hr hrm,” Clausewitz boomed as he strode inside. “It is my untold honour to present to you, your tyrant, Maximilian Volt! Master of Grimmwald!”

There was a general shuffling rise and bowing from the assembled councillors, but despite their deference Maxim felt their shrewd eyes on him. It was a look he recalled from meeting with the lawyers and men of his family’s estate. A look all tradesmen skilled in their work had for upper management, which they considered nuisances at best, and unintentional saboteurs at worst.

“Gentlemen,” Maxim said, nodding to them as he stepped forward. “And ladies. Thank you for having me among such esteemed company.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out the invitations. “I am here in order to formally invite you all to Grimmwald on the thirteenth day of the month for a solemn ceremony. The ringing of the Grimmbell will be held, as is tradition, at which time I will ask you to pledge the loyalties of your guilds, your town, and your members once more to your despot and overlord.”

More movement but no protests followed that declaration. So far so good, in Maxim’s opinion. If he’d been invited to the local madman’s castle, he’d have more than a few reservations as well.

“I want to assure you,” Maxim continued, “that every care for your safety will be taken.”

“Indeed my lord! Hr hrmph,” Clausewitz blustered as he grasped the lapels of his robe importantly. “And naturally, every member of the guilds and citizens of import will, hr hrmph, consider it a tremendous honour to stand before you there. Hr hrmph! Yes. Quite. For we are men and women of the Grimm valley! And considering the, hr hrm, assistance you have given respecting dealing with Mister Chrome and his ilk, it would be churlish to stay away for any reason. Hr hrm, yes.”

“I suppose,” Maxim said. “Though, if anyone is unable to attend, I’m sure it will be for good reason.”

“Oh yes!” Clausewitz said with a look of misty-eyed memory. “I remember hearing tales of the last time a councillor was unable to attend a ringing of the Grimmbell. Hr hrm. Yes. I believe it was because they were ill, and when your ancestor Lord… Trappcase, I believe. Hrm. Yes. When he heard, his lordship promptly accommodated the man by setting his home on fire. Wanted to purge the sickness I believe was the explanation. Also purged the man’s whole family. Hrm. Yes.”

There was a more wary stirring in the room at that, and nervous glances exchanged.

“I… no. I assure you all that I won’t be killing anyone who isn’t able to attend,” Maxim said.

“Oh yes, my lord,” Clausewitz said with a wink. “Of course not. Hr hrm. No doubt.”

Maxim opened his mouth to offer another assurance, but realized almost instantly it wouldn’t do much good. Instead he sighed and tucked his hands into his pockets. “Yes, well,” he said bitterly. “Regardless, I will be looking forward to seeing all of you. And, of course, listening to any concerns you have.”

“My my my!” the Countess declared, a fan unfurling in her hand and fluttering before her cherubic face. “How delightful, my lord. A wonderful occasion! I shall be sure to send my dear girl in my place.”

Maxim eyed her. “You won’t attend, Countess?”

“Am I invited?” she asked playfully.

“You are.”

The Countess trilled, her fan fluttering. “Well! How generous, my lord. But I fear I can’t. I’m more of a figurehead, you see. But my dear Triana would be delighted, of course.’

“Of course, Countess,” Triana said smoothly.

“And we!” the Dairy Queen declared, rising with great importance, “of the Grimm Cheesemongers and Finance Guild would be delighted to attend, of course. And would likewise be delighted to present you with something special to mark the occasion!”

Maxim stared at him. “Beg pardon?”

“Yes!” the Dairy Queen declared with a grand gesture. “Our artisans have been hard at work since your arrival, my overlord, to create for you a cheese which thoroughly personifies your rule! And which we would be honoured for you to serve at the ringing of the Grimmbell. A noble event!”

“You’re… giving me cheese?”

“Of course, my lord. The finest cheese. The grandest cheese. The biggest cheese this land has known!”

“You really don’t have to-”

“But we must!” the Dairy Queen declared. “It is tradition!”

“Giving large chunks of cheese to your new tyrant is tradition?” Maxim asked blankly.

“Of course! A proud one. A noble one!”

Maxim supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. “Very well then. I’d be delighted to accept your… cheese.”

“Exquisite, my lord. You can come by the bank sometime in the next week. We’ll present it to you there, and give you an update on your finances.”

“My finances?”

“Yes!” the Dairy Queen said, looking inordinately pleased with himself. “We’ve taken care of the master’s finances since ancient times, and would be delighted to demonstrate our care in it.”

Maxim glanced back at Delia, who nodded. “I see. In that case, I’ll be there,” he said, looking back to the Dairy Queen.

“Marvelous!” the man declared. “With such cheese, it shall be a fantastic party.”

“Oh yes,” a man whose lamp-topped hardhat marked him as the miner’s guild master added. “They always are. My grandpappy went on about the big parties held to celebrate the new lord. The wine. The woman. The virgin sacrifice. All in good fun!”

“Right,” Maxim said. “I think we’ll skip that last bit with the virgin.”

“Ah! Getting a lady with a bit more experience, eh?” the miner said with a wink. “Heh heh. I see your reputation holds well! In that case, would you perhaps be interested in meeting my daughter, my lord?”

“Sorry?” Maxim said.

“My daughter. Robust gal! Can lift a pony clear over her head!”

“I really don’t-”

“Oh please, Frederick,” another councillor declared, potentially the fishmonger’s judging by the scale cloak he wore, whose fish headed collar made it look like a carp was choking on him. “Your daughter has a face like a horse too. Now my girl, Petunia, is a right looker! Tempted many a fisherman to his doom.”

“Haw!” Frederick retorted, bristling. “Your daughter is more like a beached whale than a siren!”

“Gentlemen, please!” Clausewitz rumbled, puffing his cigar. “This is unseemly! Especially as we know my dear Rebecca is the fairest among this company’s.”

“Oh I say!”

“See here!”

Maxim stared. “I don’t-”

“How delightful,” Triana crooned, cutting in, her fangs flashing. “Then we simply must bring them all to this wonderful party. And we of the seamstress guild will, naturally, bring our comeliest wenches!”

“An excellent idea, my dear,” the Countess crooned over the flutter of her fan.

“What?” Maxim said.

“Aye!” another guildmaster declared, thumping the table. “And games.”

“And dances, of course,” another put in. “Must have decent dancing.”

“It really doesn’t need to be-” Maxim began.

“This shall be the greatest ceremony in Grimmwald history!” the Dairy Queen declared with an emphatic bang of his fist on the table.

Maxim watched helplessly as the council bickered and one upped one another, extolling the virtues of daughters and diminishing their rival’s. Maxim looked to Delia for help, but his seneschal was positively beaming with pride.

Maxim sighed. He supposed he should have known. After all, these were her people.

And his too, apparently.

Fortunately, the meeting soon wrapped up, every member of the council seemingly driven to make a grander offer of their services to the ceremony, to say nothing of their daughters. Maxim’s input, apparently, wasn’t all that required. He simply waited until it was over, accepting the various congratulations as the members filed out of the room to return to their duties and guilds.

“An excellent meeting,” the Countess informed him on her turn to depart. “My lord, your presence has smoothed the road of our disagreements marvellously!”

“Has it? Glad to hear,” Maxim said dully.

The Countess tittered and passed him by. Then Triana came, clasping his hands with hers. “I can’t wait for the party to begin, my lord. It had been so very long. And you simply must come by my place some evening so I can show you some true… entertainment.”

“I must?” Maxim asked as he felt something press into his hand.

“Of course,” the vampiress said huskily. “For the harlots, you know. Every good party needs a decent amount of women of affordable virtue about. Especially around here.”

“How do you figure?” he asked in sudden suspicion.

Triana chuckled. “Why my lord,” she said with a knowing look, her voice dropping to a purr. “Don't you know? Every man and woman of import in this city frequents the vamp houses. And even has a personal lover. We’re the unlife of the party.”

“Is that right?” he said with a frown.

“I’ll be looking forward to your visit,” Triana murmured with a wink, a pat on his arm, before excusing herself and vanishing out the door.

Maxim watched her go, then surreptitiously looked into his hand and the slip of paper he’d been slipped. “Well,” he mused to himself, sliding it into his pocket. “I suppose I could make the time…”


Ch. 5 Bear Knuckle Boxing

By the end of the council’s meeting, Maxim dearly needed a drink. And something to eat. Fortunately, in a town like Grimmwald, it was easy to get both.

The Devil’s Head Taphouse was beneath a nearby inn whose business appeared to be doing quite well, being so close to the train yards. The atmosphere was appreciably Germanic, in that it was smoky, raucous, and there was ample beer flowing into the mouths of large men who looked ready to heft barrels at a moment’s notice. Not exactly Maxim’s usual fare, but he could be eating at a slop house at that point as long as they served liquor. Besides, it was well past the lunch hour, and the heavy drinkers hadn’t gotten off work yet, leaving the bar sparsely populated.

“Did you enjoy your first council meeting, my lord?” Delia asked amiably as they took a seat in a booth.

“It was… interesting,” Maxim said. “Are they always so…”

“Rambunctious?” Delia suggested.

“Yes, that,” Maxim said.

“Not at all,” she laughed, adjusting her monocle proudly. “Usually they’re quite staid and dull. But tonight was a grand event! After all, they have a master again. One that bothered to show up!”

“I was given to understand that was a bad thing,” Maxim said.

“In excess, of course,” she agreed. “But the council is happy to have a lord who wants to see us do well. Not to mention who takes a clear interest in the town, but not enough to interfere in its running. They’ve had too near a lesson on the consequences of a disinterested master.”

“I suppose so,” Maxim agreed.

“People love a successful ruler, my lord,” Delia assured him. “It’s a thing to take pride in. Success! Not to mention it helps with the tourist trade. The more notorious you are, my lord, the better the town will do. The castle and its master are as much a part of the town’s identity as the people are. They love their town, and therefore their master.”

“Even if I hanged a few people from the gibbets?” Maxim asked suspiciously.

She shrugged. “So long as they were people nobody much liked, they’d likely make a holiday about it.”

Maxim considered that. It was a bit appalling, true, but he supposed it made sense. One man’s tyrant was another’s benevolent monarch, and only where the sword fell decided which was which.

Which reminded him…

“I noticed,” he said slowly, “that there wasn’t a representative from the Grand Chromium Company there.”

Delia’s face grew cold. “No,” she said. “They would not have been. The Grand Chromium Company is not an entity of the town. It is a parasite and a thief. Would you invite a murderer to your Christmas dinner, my lord? Would you trust them with the knife to carve the roast minimammoth?” She gestured dismissively. “Of course not. If anything, allowing the company to even stay is an affront. A misery! They should be driven from this town and their properties torn down and earth salted!”

“An idea, for sure,” Maxim said gently. “But I doubt they’ll be going anywhere. At least, if you want to keep the railroad here.”

“We could seize it,” Delia suggested.

“And their engines? Their factories? Their machines and property?” Maxim asked, giving her a steady look.

Delia frowned deeply, almost pouting. “...We could,” she said somewhat sullenly.

Maxim nodded. “I agree,” he said. “We could. But good luck getting anyone to ever invest in this town again. Besides, they’d far more likely just destroy their engines and anything we tried to claim. Better we make use of them.”

“They are your enemies, my lord,” she reminded him.

“They’re capitalists,” he replied. “They’ll happily sell the ropes to hang themselves. And at a premium. Besides, without Chrome around, we could make them work for us. Regardless, I’d like to speak with their new representative here. Even invite them to the Grimmbell ceremony, if possible. They’re a force in this valley, and far better to make overtures from a position of power now than to forge an intractable enemy, don’t you think?”

Delia sighed bitterly, crossing her arms. “I… suppose,” she grumbled. “I will take care of it.”

“Thank you,” Maxim said. “And while we’re at it, two other things.”

“Two?” Delia asked, perking up.

“Triana gave this to me on the way out,” he said, passing the note to Delia. “It seems to be a date and time at one of her vamp houses. She invited me to visit.”

Delia frowned and checked the paper, then nodded. “I know it, my lord,” she said. “One of the higher end houses. In fact, it’s Triana’s personal one, where she keeps her residence.”

“She doesn’t live with the Countess?”

Delia shook her head, handing it back to him. “No, my lord. She is the Countess’s right hand vamp. She runs the whorehouses personally, while the Countess deals with the overall operations of the vampires and Court business in the valley. If she wants to talk to you, I suggest you go. Though be wary.”

“Agreed,” Maxim said. “She did mention that everyone of note in town goes to the vamp houses. And even has a personal lover.”

Delia looked surprised. “She did?”

“She did,” he confirmed with a nod, then gave her a curious look. “Didn’t you know?”

Delia blinked and frowned. “I… Yes. Of course I did, my lord. I know everything that happens in Burdenga. As your seneschal, I must.”

“And beyond, right?” he asked.

“I have my sources of course, my lord.”

“Good. Which brings me to the second thing,” he said, handing over the red letter.

With a puzzled look, Delia opened it and quickly read it, her brow knitting in concern.

“What do you make of that?” he asked.

“...Little good, my lord,” she admitted, glancing back up at him. “Duke Aris is a powerful man among the Hundred Houses, and even holds a seat in the Order of the Dragon, along with a number of other secret societies. His allies are many, and in the past the House of Aris has often laid claim to the lands of the Grimm Valley.”

“Think that’s what this is about?” Maxim asked uneasily.

Delia cocked her head as if rooting through the filing cabinets of her mind. “...I don’t believe so, my lord. The House of Aris has no current claim by blood or marriage to your lands. This paper does mention business he had with your uncle, but I’m afraid I do not know what it might be.”

“Really?”

Delia grimaced. “When my… my father and your uncle had their falling out, information was impossible to get out of the castle. It is likely this deal came from then. But I would be wary, my lord. Your uncle made… ill advised choices in the later years of his life. Given time I could perhaps discover something from the Duke’s end, but doubtfully before this meeting. Nonetheless, I will put my effort into it as best I can.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Maxim told her, leaning back in his seat with satisfaction.

And as a result, he had an excellent point of view on the door and the three figures who’d just come inside.

They weren’t just big. Even huge would be an understatement. They were beyond even the teutonic girth of most of the patrons in the bar. The trio were heavily swaddled in thick coats despite the summer heat, scarves and hats pulled low, covering their faces save a slit of shadows. Even their hands were bandaged up, like they’d been very slow in learning the stove was hot.

“My lord?” Delia asked as Maxim tensed, watching as the trio scanned the room.

“Delia?” he asked softly as the leader of the newcomers spotted him and began to shove his way over. “Do you have your guns?”

Delia raised a brow and nodded, her own eyes skimming through the bar before locking on to the three burly figures.

“Good,” Maxim said, his own hand gripping his lightning cane, a subtle buzz building in the glass dome. “Be ready to draw.”

The trio came to a halt beside their table, swaying a little like drunks, though Maxim doubted alcohol was why. The eyes that peered at him from the shadows were sharp with intensity, yet something about the way the scarf sat on the figure’s face gave Maxim an inkling of the strange.

“You… master of castle?” the leader of the trio grunted, his voice guttural and rough.

“And if I am?” Maxim asked.

“Then… you… die!” he roared, raising his massive arms.

In answer, Maxim whipped his cane up and blasted the newcomer with a bolt of blue lightning. The impact took the stranger full in the chest and threw him across the room to smash into a nearby table, which gave way with a deafening crash and the sound of breaking glass.

“Paddington!” one of the other figures roared before swinging back to Maxim with a massive hand.

For his part, Maxim kicked over their table into the brute’s path, only for the wood to shatter under his attacker’s fist. But it had given Maxim time and space to regain his feet, and his cane swung for the large man’s head. The copper setting of the dome cracked into the figure’s cheek, a burst of static exploding and shredding the scarf and the face beneath.

Which revealed not a face, but a muzzle.

Maxim’s eyes shot wide open as a bear’s head swung back towards him, eyes burning bright and scalp covered with a plate of metal. The bear roared and grabbed for him, only for the crack of a pistol to echo through the tavern, a bullet slamming through the bear’s eye and into the brain.

The animal staggered, swaying again before collapsing. A still smoking revolver in her hand, Delia stared in amazement at the corpse.

“A bear?” she asked. “Wha-”

Maxim grabbed her, yanking the both of them over the back of the booth as the third figure surged after them. Maxim and Delia landed on the table on the other side as the third attacker’s scarf came free. But it wasn’t a bear this time. At least, not totally. What looked like a boar’s tusks jutted from its lower jaws, Maxim’s feet barely evading the scything bone and snapping teeth. The monster snarled, heaving its bulk atop the back of the booth, looming over them, only for Delia to fire again, several shots peppering into the monster’s pelt.

Sadly, this didn’t seem to bother it too much, and only when Maxim swung his sparking cane about did the beast draw back, slinking back into cover behind the booth.

A thud swung Maxim’s attention around, just in time to see the first bear had heaved himself off the floor where he’d landed, coat and the fur beneath blackened and charred from the lightning bolt. Paddington shook its head, eyes refocusing on him and Delia. The bear bared its fangs and lifted its arm, pointing at them.

A whirring sound came from its bandaged paw. A sound that Maxim knew only too well.

“Run. Run!” he shouted, dragging Delia off the table.

She did, stumbling after him just before the cloth over the bear’s paw was shredded with a hail of bullets fired from a gatling gun on the end of its arm.

“Bear arms! Bear arrrrrms!” Paddington bellowed triumphantly as his gun raked the tavern, bottles and glasses exploding even as Maxim and Delia dove over the bar, shards of glass hailing down on them.

“Some fool gave them guns?” Delia gasped.

“Must be American bears,” Maxim replied, sparing a nod to the cowering barkeep who shared their hiding place, cringing as more rounds thudded into their cover and shattered the mirror behind the bar.

“Would you mind getting me a rag, my lord?” Delia asked as she snatched a surviving bottle from a shelf.

He didn't question, but acted at once, grabbing the one clutched in the hands of the barkeep. Maxim smiled as Delia ripped the cork from the bottle and shoved the rag into it. “Seventeen ninety two,” he noted, nodding at the bottle. “A good year.”

“Do you think he’ll appreciate it?” Delia asked with amusement.

“Let’s see,” Maxim replied, a spark from his cane lighting the rag on fire.

As he said that the roar of bullets ceased. Maxim lifted his head, peeking over the edge to see Paddington staring at his gatling hand in ursine befuddlement, as if wondering why the bullets had stopped.

Delia then gave the bear something else to think about by hurling the flaming bottle at it.

The bear looked up in surprise right before the bottle smashed over him, the alcohol almost instantly soaking his fur and the remains of his clothes, which promptly caught fire.

A bellow of pain and terror escaped the animal as it frantically tried to pat out the rapidly spreading fire, with little success. “Fire bad! Fire baaaaaad!” the bear howled, flailing, as it stumbled about before crashing back out the door and into the street.

“Well,” Maxim said. “That worked.”

“My lord!”

Delia’s warning shout almost came too late. He spun about to discover the bear/boar hybrid was plowing through the tavern straight for them. It swung its paw, slamming it into Maxim’s chest and sending him flying into the shelves behind the bar. There was a shattering of glass as several surviving bottles fell, shattering around him. Maxim slumped back, chest tight with pain, but he ducked another swing of the paw, the bear lunging over the bar to try and bite him.

Only for Maxim to jam the dome of his cane into its mouth.

A look of momentary puzzlement crossed the ursine’s face, then Maxim slammed his finger down on the cane’s trigger.

Electricity blazed from the animal’s head, spitting from between its teeth, out its nose and through its eyes like a lamp. Its skull and much of its vertebrae were momentarily visible in a burst of white.

Then, with a soft hum, the lightning died. Smoke pouring from ears, eyes, nose and mouth to fill the air with the scent of cooked meat, the bear’s charred lips slipped off the head of the cane like from some massive lollipop, and then it collapsed onto the floor with a thud.

Breathing hard, Maxim lowered his cane and leaned over, staring at the corpse.

“Well done, my lord,” Delia said, joining him.

“Thank you.” Maxim looked back up to the open doorway, where the burning corpse of the third bear was visible, smoldering on the sidewalk. He grimaced, reaching down and finding a bottle of beer. “I… don’t suppose bears wander into bars often around here. Do they?”

“Not that I’m aware of, my lord,” Delia said as she watched him find an unbroken bottle.

“Then I suspect,” Maxim said grimly as he poured himself a large glass, “that we may have a larger problem than unbearable customers.” And taking up his glass, Maxim took a long, heavy drink.


Ch. 6 Marriage Ultimatum

Several days after the attack at the taphouse Maxim was in his room, before a large mirror, and in his best suit.

“Are you sure you don’t want to wear the family regalia, my lord?” Moira asked. “Many among your ancestors donned it when meeting with visitors of import.”

Maxim glanced over at the regalia in question. It was about twice the size of him, largely made of black steel carved with demonic faces. It had a cloak the rusty red of a bloodstain, and the helmet resembled a skull with a crown growing out of it. It was about as unsubtle about its wearer’s politics as you could get.

“I think I’ll go with something more… modern, Moira,” he said, looking back into the mirror.

“Would you care for the battleaxe at least, my lord?” Moira asked, hefting the weapon in question, which was easily twice as tall as her.

“No, I think not.”

Moira pouted in disappointment, but Maxim decided she’d just have to deal with it. Duke Aris was not a man one met with a threat. Especially when one couldn’t back it up.

Duke Aris.

Maxim grimaced into the mirror as he adjusted the collar of his formal waistcoat. Though England was outside the realms of the Hundred Houses, Maxim’s family had been among the nobility, meaning he at least had an awareness of the Duke, and though Delia hadn’t been able to give him more information about why the man was bothering him, she had provided much more general information. Particularly how, during some of the interminable maneuvering and plots among the Hundred Houses, how he’d extinguished a number of rivals through deception or outright force. She’d given him a larger rundown of the general politics he was involved with, but Maxim had soon given up keeping track of the labyrinthine politics. Suffice to say, Aris was not a man to be taken lightly.

Especially considering the state Grimmwald was in.

Maxim cursed his uncle again. The bastard had neglected the country and castle to such an extent that what defences weren’t corroded with rust had been plundered for parts, leaving the place nearly at the mercy of any attacker. A position of weakness that had proven nearly fatal during Chrome’s attack. And still could depending on how this meeting went.

He heard a low thrum and looked out the window. An airship was descending out of cloud cover, the gas bag painted black with a red spider proudly emblazoned on the side and nose. The sigil of the Aris family.

“Hell,” Maxim muttered as the airship drifted down to the courtyard, landing with considerable pomp. Abandoning the mirror, Maxim turned to the waiting Moira. “Well?” he asked, spreading his arms. “How do I look?”

“Regal as always, my lord,” she said with a bow. “Though a large axe would compliment the ensemble nicely…”

“I don’t think so,” he said as he swept open the door, hurried from his room and down the winding halls of the castle.

In the foyer Delia, Katarina and Bitsy waited. All three jumped to attention as Maxim entered. He gave them a nod and glanced to his seneschal. “Are we ready?”

“As ready as we can be, my lord,” Delia replied. “Gremlins are manning the workable defences on the walls, but I’ve ordered them not to fire without your personal orders.”

Maxim nodded. It would have to do. Straightening his lapels and smoothing his waistcoat once more, he faced Grimmwald’s great doors, trying to still the thudding of his heart against his rib cage.

As he stood there, he felt Bitsy pat his hand. He looked aside at his lovely assistant, who gave him an encouraging smile.

“It’ll be alright, Sparky,” she said, leaning against his side. “You’ve got us. If the Duke tries anything, I’ll blast him to kingdom come!”

“And I rip out throat!” the werewolf growled enthusiastically.

“I appreciate the sentiment,” Maxim informed them. “But I’d prefer to keep any blasting and ripping absent tonight. We have enough problems without attempting to kill the neighbouring nobility.”

“I mean, if we kill him, then it’s one less problem. Right?” Bitsy prompted.

“Not at all,” Delia said firmly, adjusting her monocle with a scowl. “Even if you did manage it, you would mark yourself out as a traitor among the Hundred Houses. They’re very big on tradition and proper etiquette, and killing one of them after the right of hospitality has been extended is a sure way to gain their wrath.”

“Mustn’t have that,” Maxim muttered.

“But of course, the reverse is also true,” Delia added. “Duke Aris won’t dare make a lethal move against you during this meeting. At least, not until he delivers a formal letter of dueling and gives you time to reply. Even if members of the nobility loathe each other’s guts, they cannot spill them without committing the most heinous of faux pas.”

“Ugh, tell me about it,” Bitsy groaned. “Parties with daddy were always miserable. Just stuffed with morons so inbred they had literal blue blood, and I wasn’t allowed to kill one of them! Absolutely awful stuff. Though none of them were like you, Sparky,” Bitsy added, nuzzling up against him fondly. “Nope! You’re way more fun.”

“Indeed,” Moira said, her voice a silky whisper as she glided up beside him. “And if he dared try harm you, none in this room would stand idly by.”

Something about the way she said that sent a shiver down Maxim’s spine. And served another reminder that it was far better to have Moira on his side than not. But it was also encouraging, and he felt his heart slow to a more measured beat. Though the four women didn’t seem that dangerous at first blush, he’d hate to be the one who earned their ire.

“I appreciate that,” Maxim replied, though his stomach still churned with stress. He really didn’t want to do this, but he’d faced the consequences of ignoring politics already. And he refused to allow something like what Jules had done to him to happen again.

As if summoned by those musings the doors swung open, and Maxim straightened as several men in black and red uniforms strolled in, the feathers in their shakos wagging and weapons at the shoulders as they stopped, turned, snapped their heels together and saluted.

“His lordship Duke Aritane Aris!” a pompous herald in a powdered wig declared loudly. “Master of the Danure River! Keeper of the Keys! Heir of Wessen! Five time winner of the Most Menacing Eyebrows in Europa! And headmaster of the Knights of Ague!”

More titles followed, but Maxim ignored them, instead focusing utterly on the man who entered the castle. Duke Aris came in slowly. Meticulously. Borne on what looked like a wheelchair that had mated with a spider, its delicate steps clicked as it carried him into the foyer. The Duke was a strikingly thin man, with narrow features stretched taut over thin bones, his eyes hooded and hair dark and combed back. A cropped beard clung to his chin, and his head hunkered between his shoulders, while a cloak with a golden clasp hid much of his body.

Maxim bowed slightly. “Greetings, Duke,” he said. “A pleasure to have you visit.”

“Hmnnn. That I… doubt,” Duke Aris chuckled as his mechanical chair bore him to a halt, machinery softly hissing and whirring, an aide in another powdered wing, footman’s uniform, and nose turned so far up he was almost looking at the ceiling stopping with his master. The Duke waved an extremely thin hand in a black glove. “But no need to sit on formalities. No. Shall we retire to somewhere more… comfortable?”

“Certainly,” Maxim replied, inviting the other man in with a sweep of his hand. He exchanged a glance with Delia, who gave him a quick encouraging nod. So far so good. He gestured for Katarina to remain and watch the Duke’s guards, who didn’t look too thrilled at the werewolf’s toothy grin as she settled in, tail lazily swishing.

“Ah,” Aris said, his head turning this way and that as they journeyed through the sprawling halls of the castle. “Such a… lovely place. Yes. It has been… too long since I’ve been in Grimmwald.”

“Yes. I heard you and my uncle were friends,” Maxim said.

“Oh my yes,” Aris chuckled with a shrewd glance at Maxim. “Your uncle and I were great… collaborators. Yes. Great ones… indeed. He and I often plumbed the realms of science and madness together. Exchanged notes. Did much work together. Oh yes. Great work indeed.”

“You must have been close,” Maxim said.

“Oh yes. Quite so,” Aris said, giving Maxim a grin like a skull’s. “Bosom friends, you know. Yes. And I do hope… we can have a similar closeness.”

“I as well, of course,” Maxim replied.

“To be sure, we will,” Aris said, his lips peeling back in a rictus of a smile, his eyes intent. “To be sure…”

Maxim exchanged a quick look with Delia, who gave the faintest shrug.

They soon reached the nearby drawing room and Moira opened the doors, admitting them inside. Aris’s eyes flicked from beneath his hooded eyes, scanning the gloomy interior, his throne settling on the floor on one side of the room’s sole table, aide halting at his shoulder. The older man’s hands knit on his lap, a thin smile on his lips.

Maxim took a seat across from the Duke, clearing his throat. “Well, Duke Aris, although I’m certainly happy to entertain guests at the castle, I understand this isn’t merely a social call.”

“How true,” Duke Aris said, his voice amused and thin. “So very… true. Normally I wouldn’t bother to get abroad like this, but I felt the… need to deliver this in person. Yes. To ensure it reached your hand,” he hissed, waving. At once his aide produced a thick envelope and handed it to his master. “So many spies about these days. Never seem to… find them all.”

“Sounds terrible,” Maxim noted, careful not to look at Delia.

The Duke shrugged. “Hmm. Not really. Saves me the trouble… of finding food for my pets. Yes…” he murmured, placing the envelope on the table and flicking it across.

Maxim caught it and raised an eyebrow to find the seal of Grimmwald holding it shut. He glanced up at Aris, who merely sat, waiting, like a spider watching a fly skim closer to the web. Shrugging, breaking the seal, Maxim pulled out the papers within and began to read.

Had he the opportunity, Maxim probably would have been fascinated by the degrees in which his face changed, going from healthy pink, ashen grey, furious red, then a deep, alarming white

“This… this can’t be real,” Maxim said hoarsely.

“Oh, but it… is,” Aris said pleasantly.

“Sparky! What’s wrong?” Bitsy asked in alarm. “What is it?”

Maxim swallowed thickly. “It ah… it’s a contract, between… between my uncle and the House of Aris. It… seems that there was an… an agreement that… that…”

“That the heir of Grimmwald, which is you,” Aris said, nodding at Maxim, “and the heiress… of the Duchy of Wessen, who is my daughter, would marry.”

“What!” Bitsy and Delia exploded.

“That is what it says,” Maxim said dully.

“Gimme that!” Bitsy snapped, snatching the documents from him and reading it, Delia and Moira poking over her shoulder and doing the same.

“Yes. A common… occurrence among the Hundred Houses,” the Duke continued amiably as the trio read. “Your uncle… and I made the plans for it ages ago. Yes. In exchange for some… materials I was in possession of. He was quite eager to swear his… heir to join our houses in holy matrimony. I believe his words were… ‘Bugger the little bastard. I’ll not need to deal with it.’ Yes,” Aris hissed, nodding in memory. “Yes, that was it. A delightful thought, of course… and I was more than happy to accommodate.”

“This can’t be legal!” Bitsy squawked.

“I’m… afraid it is,” Delia said shakily, adjusting her monocle, her face a similar ashen hue as Maxim’s had been.

“Oh yes,” Aris hummed contentedly. “Perfectly… legal. And very true.”

Maxim covered his face with a hand, his body shaking with rage. Damn his uncle! Maxim felt his fingers press against his forehead, and for a brief moment entertained the fantasy it was dear Hieronymus’s neck they were squeezing. But the fantasy, sadly, couldn't last, and Maxim dropped his hand to look across the table at reality which, unfortunately, took the form of the Duke.

Clearing his throat, shaking off his shock, Maxim clasped his hands and leaned forward. “Well, this is… a bit of surprise, Duke Aris. And I’m sure you can… appreciate the… the weight I’m giving this.”

“The marriage, yes,” Aris said.

“Yes. The marriage,” Maxim agreed with a slight nod. “Now-”

“Don’t worry now,” the Duke said with an irreverent wave of his hand. “Yes. I know perfectly well… what you’re going to say, and you don’t need to… worry.”

Maxim blinked. “I don’t?”

“Of course,” Aris chuckled, his bony face smiling indulgently. “You think I might be put off this… marriage due to your reputation.”

“I have a reputation?” Maxim asked, suddenly very uneasy. “For… what, exactly?”

“Why, your sexual appetite of course,” the Duke said, tapping his fingertips together.

“What!”

“Oh yes,” Aris hummed, leaning back in his ambulatory throne and nodding along. “Yes. I’ve heard a great deal… about how you have quite a few lovers here in your castle. An entire harem… some say. I’ve even heard that you keep a pleasure dungeon filled with… comely young maidens from your realm.”

“I really don’t-”

“Ah!” Aris said, lifting his hand. “Say… no more. I can see quite plainly… the truth,” he said, eyes drifting to Delia and Bitsy. His smile tugged the corners of his lips a bit more. “And it seems they were not… exaggerated. But rest assured, I see no problem… with it.”

“You don’t?” Maxim asked blankly.

“Of course not,” Aris chuckled as he folded his hands once more, a wistful look passing over his skeletal features. “Why, I too once… sowed my wild oats quite liberally in my youth. I was a student in Paris at the time, and quite enjoyed… my time there, truth be told. Comely maidens. Science. The opera. Oh yes,” he said fondly, stroking his narrow beard. “Delightful times… indeed.” He shook it off and rested his eyes once more on Maxim. “So, I see no reason… to oppose you for enjoying your wild… youth.”

Maxim grit his teeth. “Right. But see, I haven’t even met your daughter yet.”

“Yes. I see that as more of a… plus,” the Duke said, something flickering across his expression. “But don’t worry, she’s a delightful girl. Full of… vim. Vigour. The spice of life and all that. Ah, dear Beatrix…”

“Beatrix?” Maxim asked suddenly, his eyes sharpening. “Her name is Beatrix?”

“Why yes,” the Duke said intently. “You know her?”

“Does she… does she have a maid? Looks stitched together? Has cat ears?”

“Ah!” the Duke exclaimed, teeth gleaming in a smile. “So you have met her. How… interesting. Of course,” he continued almost apologetically. “My dear daughter has some strong… opinions on marriage,”

Maxim leaned back a little. “How strong?” he asked suspiciously.

“Very,” Delia put in flatly. “She’s killed the last five men she’s been engaged to.”

Maxim gave her a startled look. “What!”

“Allegedly,” the Duke remarked, a forestalling finger raised. “She allegedly has been killing them with her… monstrous chimera beasts.”

“Chimera beasts?” Maxim asked weakly as recent events at The Devil’s Head Taphouse and bears in waistcoats clicked in his mind.

“Oh my yes,” the Duke rasped. “She’s excellent with the… needle. A true genius, and simply adores fluffy animals. Ah,” the Duke sighed, wiping a tear from his eye. “Such a creative young girl. A skilled spark as well. And in truth, she’s a… romantic at heart. Really,” the Duke said, though Maxim noted a slight distance to the man’s expression. “She believes most strongly in true love. Has some more… modern ideas about it though, so arranged marriages are not to her… taste. And to be fair her suitors are often of… low quality. They just don’t make… sparks like they used to. I blame the… steel they use these days. Such low… quality. And really, to be fair… if a man cannot survive her… affections, it was not meant to be anyway. One must winnow the chaff… somehow.”

“Through murder?” Maxim asked.

“While I can’t say that I approve,” the Duke demurred. “It has proven quite… expedient.”

“Oh,” Maxim said with a sense of rising panic. “And she… knows about this arrangement between you and my uncle, does she?”

“Oh yes,” the Duke replied happily. “I told her as soon as we heard you’d taken up… in Grimmwald.”

“I see,” Maxim said, feeling light headed. “And how did she take it?”

“Well, I should think.”

“What did she say?”

“Oh, not much. She simply left and… went to her lab for a bit.”

Maxim felt a lead weight drop into the depths of his gut. Because the only thing worse than a ranting lunatic of a spark was a quiet spark. Those were the truly dangerous ones. You could generally predict what a loon with a chip on the shoulder and a lab of genetically altered monsters wanted, seeing as they typically shouted it from the rooftops or laid it out in excruciating detail over supper with their captive enemies. But quiet sparks? Those kinds were more like a volcano. You barely heard the rumblings before they exploded, doing more damage than Krakatoa.

“She really is a quite… charming girl,” the Duke continued, but though he was still smiling, Maxim couldn’t help but notice a slight glassiness to the man’s eyes. “A true… delight. A born bride, really. And so well… behaved. Usually.”

“Right. And… where might your daughter be right now?” Maxim asked uneasily.

The Duke shrugged. “I’m sure she’s… around. But not to worry. She’ll most certainly make herself… known to you. In fact, I heard you were preparing to ring the Grimmbell. Well, she certainly wouldn’t… miss it.”

Yes, Maxim thought dourly. But her aim was probably getting better.

“But I do think you’ll both make an excellent match,” the Duke continued affably. “I’ve heard that your expertise is in machinery, yes? Well, my dear daughter is simply… a delight in her work with biological agents. Why, she was only three when she created her first… monster.”

“I-” Maxim began.

“And of course,” the Duke cut in. “It would be to your benefit to marry into a… major house as well. The world is dangerous to the independent, and Grimmwald has long been a sturdy… bulwark for the Hundred Houses. Yes. The Turks have been belligerent of late, and not to mention what the Iron Chancellor has been… up to in Germany. Oh yes,” the Duke said with another long look at Maxim. “You would be wise to make allies now… Lord Volt. Storms are rolling across… the continent, and you’d be a fool to try and stand alone… against them.”

The threat couldn’t have been plainer if Martin Luther had nailed it to the door. “This… is an awful lot to take in, Duke Aris,” Maxim said at last. “I hope you don’t mind if I take a… a bit of time working through this information.”

“Yes. I understand completely,” the Duke chuckled. “No doubt this is all quite a shock to you. Nevertheless, as you can see,” he said, gesturing at the documents, “the paperwork is quite in order. Though the lords of Grimmwald have… flouted the authority of the Hundred Houses before, I’m sure you wouldn’t. Not unless you wished to make… many enemies. I will expect your reply… soon. Good day.”

With a hiss of hydraulics, the Duke’s chair lifted him into the air once more. The spidery limbs clicked as they turned him around, carrying him out the door, Moira escorting him from the room.

Pale, Maxim watched him go. He lifted the papers again, leafing through them dully.

“My lord?” Delia asked, scooting nearer.

“Sparky?” Bitsy said worriedly.

“This… complicates things,” Maxim murmured.

“It does,” Delia agreed quietly. “Very much so. Because if you refuse, it may mean war.”

Maxim nodded slowly, his mind buzzing. “Yes. Delia? What do you think? Is this just some elaborate plot to try and seize Grimmwald?”

“Very likely, my lord,” she informed him grimly. “The Duke is of the old school, and expanding territory through marriage is a common tactic of the Hundred Houses. This is clearly a ploy to seize the castle and its environs. If you refuse, he will have ample reason to declare war on you for breaking the contract, and invade in order to defend his daughter’s honour. If you comply, then odds are good that your bride to be will happily murder you on your wedding night and, as widow, become the new mistress of the castle.”

“Wonderful,” Maxim muttered as he turned one of the sheets this way and that, as if to discover some loophole burned in it he’d missed. “How kind of my dear uncle to leave me so many headaches.”

Delia hesitated. “There… is a solution, my lord.”

He glanced back at his seneschal. “I’d certainly be happy to hear it.”

Delia cleared her throat and adjusted her monocle. “Well, the marriage is to the heiress of Wessen. But, if the heiress were to… pass away before the wedding, then obviously things would have to be called off. One cannot marry a corpse.”

“Legally, yes,” Maxim noted. Though it certainly hadn’t stopped people from trying, but all three popes had been very explicit that marrying the reanimated was not only unhygienic, but illegitimate, and even the protestants had agreed. Maxim had heard the unitarians were hedging their bets, but the Hundred Houses had made their stance clear as well. Especially since quite often the reanimation work went horribly wrong, and the person came back as a ravenous zombie or monster.

Though, from what he’d been hearing, that might have been an improvement on Beatrix Aris. Maxim sighed and played with the paper. “No,” he said at last. “I don’t think we’ll do that either. If it was discovered that we’d killed his daughter, I think that’d give the Duke ample excuse to try and invade anyway.”

“But Sparky!” Bitsy protested. “She’s trying to kill you!”

“Yes,” Maxim sighed, tossing the paper back onto the table. “But if I killed her, then he’d see it as an invitation to invade. It’s a no win situation. The Duke has us trapped quite thoroughly.”

Delia frowned thoughtfully. “That’s true, my lord,” she said. “So, what do we do?”

Maxim tapped his fingers on the desk with thought. “For now? Nothing. We need more information.” He glanced at his seneschal. “Find me as much as you can about her. Even better, try to find a way to contact her. I’d love to be able to speak to her about this whole thing. You look into the town. Katarina will search the forest. She was doing it anyway for more of the bears. Well, now she has a more precise target. Beatrix has to be lurking nearby. It’d be too inconvenient to try and send monsters inform Wessen. The post office get very shirty when the packages try to eat their employees. If we find Beatrix, maybe we can resolve this without going to war.”

“You think so?” Bitsy asked.

“I hope so,” he admitted. “But in the meantime, I’m going to get the gremlins back to work fixing up every weapon the castle’s got.

“Of course, my lord,” Delia said, nodding firmly. “Have no fear. I’ll find out everything I can.”

“And I’ll whip the gremlins into shape!” Bitsy declared as well.

“Wonderful,” Maxim said, and meant it. Delia was a clever woman, and a very skilled spy. If there was anything to find out, she’d get it.

But that left him with more than a few other problems. Maxim sighed, easing back in his chair and staring at the ceiling. Things were getting complicated.

Very complicated indeed…


Ch. 7 Party Planner

Maxim dearly needed a distraction after meeting with Duke Aris and learning of his coming nuptials. He’d assumed that could be learning about just what the Grimmbell ceremony entailed.

After the fourth entry involving creative use of goat entrails, he’d come to the conclusion he’d been mistaken.

“I have to bathe in blood?” he asked incredulously.

“Indeed, master,” Moira put in helpfully. “The source has traditionally been captured maidens from the holdings of your ancestral enemies.”

“Sexy,” Bitsy giggled from where she leaned over his shoulder.

“I can make happen,” Katarina said eagerly.

Maxim grimaced and turned the page. Safely ensconced in the main office, he was attended on by Bitsy, Katarina, and Moira, all of whom had been ‘helpfully’ offering their suggestions for the ceremony. Delia had hastened back to town, eager to get to work tracking down Beatrix.

“I think we’ll do without the blood,” Maxim grunted. “It’s a bit… unhygienic.”

“Wouldn’t quite be the same without it,” Moira said disapprovingly.

“You said the same thing about using that instrument made by torturing cats.”

“It was traditional,” she pointed out.

“Yeah! Besides, we can just get Katarina to sing,” Bitsy said with a sly look at the werewolf.

Katarina perked up. “You want me sing?” she asked, then frowned. “Wait, what is small one implying?”

“Oh, nothing,” Bitsy said innocently.

Maxim sighed and turned to the next page, which fortunately turned out to be the last, the next chapter concerning what sort of cake to prepare when your bastard son slew the trueborn heir and seized the crown. Spoiler, it involved blood. “Right,” Maxim said, leafing back through the earlier pages. “I think we’ll trim the ceremony down a bit to only the essentials here. The party. The pledge. And the ringing of the bell.”

“A bit slim, master,” Moira noted.

“Yes, well, I have a lot of things going on right now,” Maxim replied testily. “I have this ceremony, Bitsy’s brother trying to kill me, this whole marriage thing, meeting various people in Burdenga, and no doubt other matters which will arise and, probably, also try and disembowel me.”

“How is finding his betrothed going?” Bitsy asked Katarina slyly.

The werewolf grunted defensively. “It going,” she said. “We still looking. Valley big. Lots of hiding places”

“Better hurry,” Bitsy needled the werewolf. “Otherwise Delia will find her first. And won’t that be embarrassing for the so called ‘best girl.’” Bitsy gasped in mock horror. “Delia might even ask for brushes!”

Katarina pouted hard.

Maxim shook his head. “As for the ceremony,” he cut in pointedly, tapping a finger on an open page. “According to the book, we need a hammer and a witch. The witch to read out some spell and ceremonial words, and the hammer to strike the bell. Is that right?” he asked Moira.

“That would be the bare minimum of preparations needed,” she admitted. “The hammer will need to be claimed by yourself, master.”

“It’s not just in storage?” he asked.

“It is,” Moira admitted. “But it is stored in a very secure location.”

“Where?”

“The greenhouse, my lord.”

“Is that right?” he said, nodding along. He wasn’t surprised. Though he’d been making an effort to discover more about the castle, there were still countless sections of it he hadn’t yet explored. The place was a maze at the best of times, and he doubted anyone but Moira and possibly the gremlins had explored the full breadth of it. “Is it hard to get to?” he asked.

“Some of the stairs there have collapsed, master. I’ll get the gremlins to repair it at once.”

“I’d appreciate it,” Maxim said, looking back at the tome in his hands. “All the same, there’s a number of other things I’ll need for this. Especially with a party involved…”

“Then good thing you’ve got me!” Bitsy declared.

Maxim glanced up at her. “You?”

“Me!” she declared proudly. “I’ve thrown toooons of parties, Sparky. Been to even more!”

“No offence, Bitsy,” Maxim pointed out. “But this is a bit more involved than inviting a bunch of students to your flat, pouring alcohol down their throats, and playing the victrola.”

“Of course I know that,” Bitsy said. “Come on, Sparky. Give me some credit! I can handle it. What good’s your evil assistant if you can’t delegate a bit, eh?”

Maxim considered that. He did have a lot on his plate, even before one considered the various people trying to kill him. Having someone to handle the party planning portion of the Grimmbell would be useful, and keep him focused on more important things. And he didn’t dare leave it to Moira. Not unless he wanted to pray to eldritch gods and stab a virgin on a black altar.

He drummed his fingers, then nodded. “Alright,” he said, glancing at her. “Fine. I’ll leave you in charge of it, with Moira helping. Now, as for the witch…”

“Never fear, master,” Moira put in. “The witches shall present themselves in good order. They keep tabs on the castle most closely.”

“Oh do they?” he asked with a raised brow.

“Indeed, master,” Moira replied. “The witches have always been very close to the masters. Many a mistress has been drawn from their ranks, and their prophetic powers have been invaluable over the years.”

“Let me guess,” he said. “Their prophecies usually involve killing the rival monarch?”

“Indeed, master,” Moira said. “Quite accurate of them as it turns out.”

“No doubt,” Maxim grunted, returning to the tome. “Then I suppose we’re waiting on them. As for the rest, I suppose I’d better help fix up some of the war machines. God knows we’ll be needing them.”

“Indeed, master,” Moira agreed. “This young Beatrix sounds like a spirited young woman. Having a proper panoply of deathly engines, hordes of screeching monsters, and the opportunity to burn down parts of the countryside will no doubt be most impressive. Not to mention romantic.”

“Let’s hope not,” Maxim sighed. “My best bet is that Beatrix Aris turns out to be a reasonable young woman, and this is all just a misunderstanding we can put behind us.”

“You really think so, Sparky?” Bitsy asked.

Maxim shifted. “Well,” he said. “She could be.”


Ch. 8 More Deadly than the Man

“Damn him!”

The shout came from Beatrix as she swept a work table clear, glass shattering across the floor in a crash. Several shards spun across the metal grills and came to rest near Zava’s shoes. Bending down, the homunculus picked one up, speculatively turning it this way and that before tossing it aside.

“Problems, mistress?” the maid asked mildly.

“He survived my bears. Survived!” Beatrix snarled, slamming a fist onto a control panel, the dials jumping and quivering before they settled again. Beatrix seethed over them, her face scrunched in fury, lit by the pulsing glow of the machine. The light captured her expression well, her red hair tied back in a pony tail, her eyes shadowed by goggles, and a lab coat stained with ichor, blood, and other fluids cinched around her figure. “Bastard! How dare he!”

“I know, mistress,” Zava agreed, nodding along sympathetically. “Very inconvenient of him to not let himself get killed by your creations. Downright rude is what it is.”

“Precisely! How dare he? Just because he thinks himself so great. So clever!”

“And his body, mistress,” Zava added in. “How he thinks he’s so handsome. So muscular.”

“Exactly!”

“Those strong arms. Like they were built to hold lovely women in their powerful embrace.”

“Th-that too.”

“And his manhood as well,” Zava continued as she padded over winding cables and cracked paving stones, her mismatched eyes twinkling. “Why, rumours say, mistress, that he can satisfy a dozen maidens a night. That his licentiousness knows no bounds. That women enter his castle and cannot walk straight for days after, for his rod is mighty indeed.”

“They… they do?” Beatrix asked, her cheeks beginning to warm.

“Oh yes, mistress,” Zava continued, sidling nearer her mistress with feline grace and mischief. “Word on the poorly paid street is that his lusts demand a constant stream of buxom maidens. Easy ladies of the evening desiring to offer themselves upon the altar of his carnal appetite. A feast of flesh, and his tongue can do things that can make a maiden’s toes curl. And I have heard other rumours too, mistress.”

Beatrix turned sharply to her maid. “Rumours? What rumours?” she demanded.

“Oh, well, they’re probably nothing,” Zava demurred slyly. “Probably just scuttlebutt, you know.”

“Tell me, Zava!”

“Well, I cannot speak to their total veracity, my lady,” the homunculus demurred, touching her mistress’s shoulder and easing her down into a nearby padded chair. “Although…”

Beatrix accepted the seat and glared up at her patchwork maid. “Just tell me!”

“Well,” Zava breathed, leaning onto the back of the chair, her voice dropping conspiratorially. “According to my sources, he has several women who already lavish him with attention. His assistant is a buxom, eager young lady who delights in sharing his bed in illicit ways, and he also has a werewolf as one of his lovers. And you know what they say about werewolf women, mistress.”

“Of course,” Beatrix scoffed, though she in fact had no clue who ‘they’ were, nor did she have an inkling about what ‘they’ said about female werewolves. But given the thread of the conversation (and her own work with animal anatomy), she had a strong and very vivid suspicion as to the general idea. “Everyone knows about that! And you say he engages in, ah… that?”

“Oh yes, mistress,” Zava said. “Frequently. Some say up to three times a night! And using an entire bushel of bananas to do it.”

“God,” Beatrix gasped, scandalized yet intrigued.

“And then,” Zava purred, leaning in closer and whispering into her rapt mistress’s ear, “apparently, he’s made arrangements with the cheesemongers of the city. And you can only imagine what he might get up to in the castle with access to that much valuable dairy.”

Beatrix frowned, then turned her head and gave her maid a narrow look. “Are you being smart with me, Zava?” she demanded.

Zava straightened, patchwork face utterly oozing hurt. “Of course not, mistress,” she said with a fawning bow. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I live to serve you.”

Glaring suspiciously, Beatrix nodded. “Well, good. Good! But regardless,” she said dismissively, sinking deeper into her chair and glowering at the lab at large, “I didn’t need extra information to know that he is unworthy of my hand. That he is some up jumped bastard looking to use me as a stepping stone to gain my father’s lands and favour. And I won’t let him!” she barked, slamming a fist onto the arm of the chair, half rising from her seat. “I’ll see him dead first!”

“Are you sure, mistress?” Zava asked teasingly, her hands squeezing her mistress’s shoulders. “Dead? Just like that? Don’t you want to capture him first?”

“And why in the hell would I want to do that?” Beatrix demanded hotly.

“Well, obviously to gloat,” the maid said.

Beatrix paused, her face scrunching up thoughtfully. “Well,” she muttered, sinking begrudgingly back into her seat. “I do enjoy a good gloating...”

“As well you should, mistress,” Zava said, massaging her mistress’s shoulders soothingly, her voice dropping to the serpentine smoothness familiar to any ruler employing a vizier of dubious morality. “After all, wouldn’t it be a much finer thing to have your enemy utterly at your mercy? Perhaps bound up before you, helpless, his clothing torn apart in the struggle to reveal the rippling muscles of his chest and arms? The mighty thews of his body straining against his bindings? The scent of his sweat thick in the air like some animal musk as his eyes glare defiantly at you, challenging you to do your worst.”

Beatrix licked her lips, her eyes growing smoky and distant. “Oh,” she murmured with a shaky breath. “That… that might be nice…”

“And then,” Zava whispered, once more leaning in, her voice dropped to an insinuating purr, “as he struggles against your hold, you can show him your true power. Your true brilliance! How clever and smart you are. You’ll see the realization in his eyes that you have beaten him. Bested him! And then,” Zava continued, leaning in still closer.

“Th-then?” Beatrix squeaked, breath coming short and fast.

“Then,” Zava breathed into her mistress’s ear, “you can do anything you want to him.”

A shudder wracked the female spark. “O-oh yes,” Beatrix murmured, her eyes growing distant with imagination. “I could, couldn’t I? I could… I could torture him.”

“Break him,” Zava prompted.

“Y-yes. Break him.”

“Force him to his knees. Turn him into an eager lapdog who would beg to kiss your toes and your thighs.”

A shiver tingled through Beatrix’s body. A feeling both delicious and scandalous to a proper young lady, but one she knew the like of well. A feeling she’d felt when plumbing the darker depths of science. The deeper perversions of scalpel, stethoscope, and cathode ray. “I could,” she murmured. “I could do that…”

“Let his lips climb higher.”

“Oh…”

“Press a teasing, wanton kiss to your…”

“My?” Beatrix gasped, head tilted, ear straining for more.

“Your…” Zava whispered against her mistress’s ear. “...nethers.”

A shock shot through Beatrix, tingling from her toes and up to the very follicles of her red hair. “Oh,” she gasped, hands clutching the arms of her chair. “How… how lewd!”

“And all you need to do… is take him,” Zava murmured.

Beatrix took a shaky breath. “Yes,” she gasped. Then, with more force, “Yes!”

Beatrix bounded to her feet, her eyes aflame with excitement. Anticipation. Mad genius! “Yes!” she cried, sweeping her lab coat about. “That’s brilliant, Zava. Brilliant! I’ll take him dead or alive, but alive would be better. More thrilling! I’ll show him. I’ll show them all! No one will dare underestimate Beatrix Aris ever again! Especially not some small-time tyrant who dared to think he was worthy of wedding me. Dared to defy me by killing my monsters! I’ll show him. I’ll show them all my genius!”

“Brilliant, mistress,” Zava chortled, leaning on the back of the chair with a wry smile. “I’m sure you will.”

“Damn right!” Beatrix declared, grabbing a nearby switch and throwing it, static crackling and clawing among the electrodes, her eyes blazing as the electricity hummed and the mutagen tanks bubbled, glowing green and reflecting off her goggles. “Yes, Zava. Yes! This Maxim Volt will soon see his error in trying to conquer me. In trying to wed me! Yes!” she cackled. “For I am Beatrix Aris! And he will soon know to fear me. Desire me! And kneel before my might! Ah ha ha. AH HA HA HA HA!”

“Your brilliance knows no bounds, mistress,” Zava assured her, resting her chin on her crossed arms, smirking as the hues of mad science flickered across her face. Zava’s smile widened happily. Ah, young love.

Such a delight to see it… spark.


Ch. 9 Applesauced

“Wrench,” Maxim said, holding out his hand.

“Wrench,” Bitsy replied, passing him the tool in question.

Still on his back, Maxim began to crank the bolt in the Yaga’s undercarriage until it wouldn’t move. “Blowtorch,” he said, passing the wrench back.

“Blowtorch,” Bitsy replied as she put the tool in his hand. “And there’s someone to see you, Sparky.”

“Who?” he grunted over the hiss of the flame as it welded a crankshaft into place.

“Me, master,” Moira’s voice said, and Maxim almost instinctively looked over his shoulder before recalling there was only hard stone there.

Though, he wouldn’t put it past her…

“Ah,” he said, the rollers of his sledge rattling as he shoved himself out from under the Yaga and back into the gloom of the garage. He sat up, handing the blowtorch to Bitsy and pulling his goggles off. He squinted up at the dark maid waiting attentively. “Yes, Moira? What is it?”

“There is a visitor at the gate,” Moira informed him.

“An enemy?” Bitsy said, eagerly reaching for her deathray on a nearby table.

“If the master wishes it,” Moira demurred. “She is dressed as a peasant.”

“She doesn’t happen to in fact be a bear, is she?” Maxim asked suspiciously.

“No, master. Though she is blonde.”

“What does she want?”

“She appears to be selling apples.”

Maxim blinked. “Apples?”

“So it appears, my lord.”

“How… interesting,” Maxim grunted as he got to his feet.

“Want me to come with?” Bitsy asked.

“No. No,” Maxim said. “Besides,” he added, glancing at the gremlins busy furiously hammering, welding, and working on the Yaga like piranhas swarming over an unfortunate ostrich who took a very wrong turn, “I want you to keep an eye on the gremlins. I keep catching them trying to put on extra weapons.”

“Oh noooo. Not thaaaat,” Bitsy said with a roll of her eyes. “How teeeerible.”

“Just do it. Please?” Maxim said, starting off. “I shouldn’t be long.”

“Oh fine. C’mon, boys! Put your backs into it!”

“Eek eek!”

Maxim shook his head as he crossed the weed choked courtyard and headed towards Grimmwald’s menacing gates, Moira ghosting along beside him. As he came near he heard the polite but insistent knocking on the wood. “I’m here, I’m here,” he called, grabbing the handle and heaving it open with a groan and peering through the gap.

Moira had been accurate. The newcomer was a younger woman, maybe in her early twenties, if that. Pretty, with honey blonde hair that she didn’t quite manage to hide under her shawl and hood. Her eyes were the clear blue of a polished sapphire, and she seemed to be hunching forward a bit for… some reason. Though that might be because of her chest, which positively strained even the generous laces of her dress.

“Yes?” Maxim said. “Can I help you?”

“Oh, yes. I mean, ahem. Oh, yes,” the woman said, belatedly pitching her voice like an old woman’s as she held up a basket. “You see, er, dearie, I am a simple apple seller going about, offering my wares.”

Maxim glanced at the basket, which was indeed filled with apples. “An apple seller?”

“Yes.”

“Up here?”

“Um… yes. Dearie.”

Maxim looked down at the trail to the castle, which cut through forests filled with werewolves, monsters, and miles of empty woodland before even the first hints of civilization made themselves known.

“...Right,” he said, eyes returning to the young woman, who shifted, as if becoming more aware of the absurdity of the idea.

“Y-yes. And I have come to offer my apples to the master of the castle. Is that you?”

“It is. And you’re selling apples, is it?”

“Yes. Would you care for a sample?”

“I… suppose,” he said, reaching for the basket.

“No!”

Maxim snatched his hand back. “No?”

“I mean… not that one. It’s um… rotten. Here,” she said, plucking a particularly shiny specimen from her basket. “Try this one. It’s much richer in flavour and fruity… goodness. Um… Dearie.”

Maxim cautiously took the apple in question. “I see.”

The blonde nibbled on her lower lip, watching him attentively. “Shall you be ah, wanting to try it?”

He glanced up at her. “What? Right now?”

“Er, yes. It’s very good.”

Maxim scrutinized her closely, then shook his head. “...Alright, what do you really want?”

“E-excuse me?” she said blankly.

“An apple seller? This high up the mountain? And you’ve surely heard the reputation of the castle. So tell me, what is it you really want?”

The young woman flushed as red as her apple and wriggled in front of him. “Um, well, I… Oh drat,” she cursed, huffing and straightening almost defiantly. “Fine. I’m not an apple seller. My name is… is Tabitha and I’m… a witch!”

“...A witch?”

“Yes!” Tabitha declared proudly.

“You don’t look like a witch,” he noted. “You don’t have any warts at all. Or a pointy nose and hat.”

Tabitha deflated. “I know,” she sniffled. “Wretched, isn’t it?”

Maxim gave her another look up and down, trying not to linger on her bodice which seemed ill-suited to contain the melons within. “Right.” He inspected the fruit he’d been given. “And, the apple is…?”

“An aphrodisiac,” she admitted.

His eyes snapped back to her. “Excuse me?”

“Well,” the young witch murmured, her hands wringing the basket’s handle. “I was um, given to understand that you’re a bit taken with voluptuous young women, and… well…”

It began to dawn on Maxim that this was going to be a bit of a longer conversation than he first thought. And probably not one that should be held at the front gate. “Would you like to come in?” he asked.

“Oh, well, if it isn’t too much trouble.”

“Not at all,” Maxim replied, omitting the fact that it was already a fair bit of trouble. However, he also knew that it was never a good idea to piss off one’s local witch. They had ways to get back at a man that were… inconvenient. Ones beyond making a cow’s milk curdle or encouraging regicide.

Tabitha shuffled inside, peering about the courtyard with evident interest as Maxim led the way to the castle, Moira closing the gate behind them.

“Off to ravish a local, Sparky?” Bitsy called playfully as they passed the garage.

“No, Bitsy,” he replied. “Just the local witch wanting a chat. Shouldn’t be long. See if you can get those pistons aligned again!”

“You got it! Come on, you little monsters. Hoist this thing!”

“Eek!”

Leaving her to it, Maxim snatched up a coat he’d hung on a nearby hook and tossed it on as he led the way inside the castle proper, the great doors groaning as they admitted them into its gothic depths.

“Oh my,” Tabitha breathed as he led her through the foyer, her eyes wandering about the expansive space, lingering on the suits of armour, twisted statues, and ancient banister with evident appreciation. “What a marvelous home!”

Maxim glanced back at her. “You think so?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” she agreed eagerly. “I can feel the aura of the dark forces within it, all but screaming to be let loose!”

Maxim agreed. In fact, he imagined quite a few forces had spent their time screaming to escape from Grimmwald. He also doubted many had managed it, though some had no doubt left it. In a coffin or, far more likely, shambling about and moaning about brains.

He led the way into the nearest drawing room and bid her sit, which she did at once.

“Would you care for something to drink?” Maxim asked. “Tea, perhaps. Moira will surely be glad to get it.”

“Indeed, master.”

Maxim endeavoured not to flinch at the voice suddenly behind him. The same couldn’t be said for Tabitha, who positively started so hard she fell out of her chair.

“Ah, and there it is,” Maxim said as Moira dutifully deposited a tea tray in front of him, the maid then standing at attention, hands crossed before her. “Excellent timing. Moira, this is Tabitha. A witch, it seems.”

“Indeed?” the maid said, her cold eyes scanning Tabitha from head to foot. “How delightful.”

“Oh wow,” Tabitha breathed as she climbed back into her chair, her awestruck eyes looking the maid up and down. “Your aura is incredible!”

“How kind of you to say,” Moira said in a tone that didn’t invite elaboration.

“So,” Maxim said, looking back to Tabitha before reaching out and picking back up the apple. He held it forth, turning it this way and that as the waxy skin glistened. “Why did you try and give me an aphrodisiac laced apple?”

Tabitha blushed brightly and squirmed where she sat. “I know how this looks,” she said. “But there really is a reasonable explanation for that.”

“I’m aquiver with anticipation,” Maxim replied.

Tabitha’s fingers fidgeted with the hem of her dress, her eyes shooting nervous glances his way even as Moira deftly poured two cups of tea. “You see, my lord,” the witch began. “It’s a whole… thing. The local coven has some opinions, and wanted me to express them to you. Directly.”

“With sex?”

“I uh, think they were hoping more for marriage.”

“I see,” he said, picking up his cup. “And your proposal was to try and drug me and have your way with me?”

“More the opposite,” Tabitha admitted. “I was rather planning on you becoming overcome with my beauty and, well, losing control and ravishing me. But ah, when said out loud, it does seem a bit… well…”

“I imagine it does,” Maxim noted, taking a sip of his tea before looking at her through the steam. “Because that’s what it was.”

Tabitha had the grace to look at the table in shame. “The coven has been… they were very insistent I try and win you over. It’s…” She sighed, picking up her own teacup. “No. It’s not their fault. We’re just a bit, well, desperate.”

“Desperate how?” he asked.

“It’s women’s fault,” she said bitterly into her cup.

“Come again?”

“I mean, not all women, of course,” Tabitha said with a quick wave of her hand. “The covens used to have dozens of members. We had to beat off new recruits with a broom! Only the best young ladies were entered into our order. Every young girl wanted to be a witch. To fly around on brooms. To curse people you didn’t like. To dance naked under the stars. And, of course, make love potions and cavort with demons in blasphemous pleasures.” Tabitha sighed. “Those were the days.”

“And they’re not anymore, I take it,” Maxim prompted.

A bitter smile twisted Tabitha’s lips and she shook her head. “Not at all. All the young women nowadays only have one thing on their mind.”

“Homicide?”

“Science.”

“Ah.”

Tabitha nodded dourly as she glared into her tea. “They don’t have any interest in ‘witchery’ anymore. They call it old fashioned. No. Modern women don’t have time for shawls or spells or calling down the forces of darkness. These days they’re all into electricity. And reanimation. And petticoats. And… and… bicycles!”

“Terrible,” Maxim said sympathetically.

“It’s sickening!” Tabitha said sharply. “No respect for traditional women’s work or classical education. I doubt there’s more than a handful of young ladies in all Europa who know a decent hex. They’re all focused on tesla coils and radios and whatnot!”

“Yes, well, that is the thing about humanity. It marches on,” Maxim noted. “But that still doesn’t quite explain the whole attempting to seduce me bit.”

Tabitha gave him a nervous look. “Well, I’m the youngest woman in my coven. I’m the only one who still has all her original teeth. So they figured I would be the best bet to winning you over and becoming your bride.”

“A reasonable assumption. I am partial to a woman with teeth,” Maxim noted. “And even otherwise you are quite attractive.”

“I knooooow!” Tabitha groaned, burying her face in her hands. “It’s just awful, isn’t it?”

Maxim exchanged a glance with Moira. “It is?” he asked.

“Yes!” Tabitha sniffled and gestured at her face. “Look at me! Not a wart on my button nose. Not a hump on my back. I can’t even cackle! All I can do is sing like a bird. It’s misery. I’ll never be a proper witch!’

“I… see,” Maxim said slowly. “Which is what you want to be, I take it?”

“So much,” she moaned. “I want to be a proper witch. Show those young girls that being a crone has so much opportunity! That being a wicked spinster, hanging about black cats, and cursing your enemies has so much to offer them. But they just don’t seem interested. They can’t see the potential compared to all the shiny current toys.”

“Right,” Maxim said. “And getting in my bed was supposed to help with this?”

“Oh yes,” Tabitha said, nodding eagerly. “Grimmwald has power. Legend. Heft! And if I was the lady of the castle, I could do so much. I could be the wicked queen. Give the young ladies of Europa something to aspire to again! Kindle their interests in the coven. Like Elizabeth Bathory renewed vampire mystique. Before her, they were best known as rotting ghouls lurking around graveyards, but she made being an undead bloodsucker classy! Plus, quite sapphic.”

“With a twinge of murder,” Maxim noted.

“All the best ones are. Ah,” Tabitha sighed dreamily. “It would have been perfect!”

It would have been. Maxim recalled his own time at school. The female students had seemed to jump on every new trend that reared its head. Often with tragic results. He recalled when that new Macbeth production started up, and suddenly every married woman was trying to get her husband to kill the king of Scotland. It had been a somewhat fraught political environment.

“I see,” Maxim said. “One problem I notice, though, is that even if you managed to get me to sleep with you, how were you planning on becoming my wife?”

“Oh, well, as for that, I was uh, rather counting on my skill as a sexual partner wooing you, leading you to becoming obsessed with me and eventually begging me to become yours.”

“Right. And how much experience do you have with a lover?”

“Well… none,” Tabitha admitted. “But I think I could do very well. The other witches in the coven have given me plenty of useful advice and diagrams.”

“No doubt,” Maxim mused, easing back in his seat and eying the nervous witch. He tapped the tips of his fingers together contemplatively, knowing this was a problem. Not only because an amorous witch was out to seduce him, but because despite her naivety, her eagerness could prove an issue. If he turned her down, she was likely to try something more extreme, and he didn’t want that.

Therefore…

“Tell me, Tabitha,” he said at length. “Have you considered perhaps becoming my evil sorceress?”

“Not the queen?” she asked with disappointment.

Maxim waved his hand. “No no. In fact, I think you’re going about this all wrong. You see, what you seem to be interested in is more of a brand than a role.”

She cocked her head like a quizzical owl. “What? You mean like those things farmers burn into their cattle? Because, well, I didn’t know you were into that sort of thing, but I suppose some experimentation-”

“Er, not quite,” he hastily interrupted.

“A shame, master,” Moira put in. “The brands haven’t gotten a proper working in some time.”

“Yes. A pity that,” Maxim grunted before turning back to Tabitha. “But a brand is something a bit new they’ve come up with. It’s a sort of advertisement. What I think you and I should be aiming more for is a symbol of witchery, as it were. Unfortunately, I’m afraid that the, er, crone is a bit outdated these days. You’re not likely to get too many maidens into it. But I do think a younger, more energetic kind of witch might be just the ticket.”

She gave him a blank stare. “What?” she asked. “Like… a witch but without the bumps and warts and cackle?”

“Yes, exactly. You see,” Maxim said, leaning in and gesturing emphatically, “we take the essence of the witch, and roll it into something more appealing to young ladies of today. Most young women now are quite a bit more interested in the youthful adventuress. My own sisters in particular have been enamored with the young, lovely explorer, visiting exotic locales, discovering lost civilizations, and shooting the local undead with heavy ordinance. But I think the witch could make tremendous inroads and even become competitive.”

Though still looking puzzled, Tabitha leaned in intently. “How?”

“Well,” Maxim mused. “Perhaps a tighter bodice. Some spidery lace. Eyeliner. An appealing darkness and familiars. Something of the vampire gothic style mixed in with the natural witch aesthetic could turn many a head, and would surely appeal to the young ladies looking to define themselves, and be subtly threatening yet attractive to the opposite sex.”

“Really?” Tabitha asked, looking skeptical but intrigued. “Wearing corsets, gothic ambiance, being sexually liberated and using copious eyeliner? You really think young women would go for that?”

Maxim pictured it himself, and nodded seriously. “I think it might. “

“Well,” Tabitha mused. “I… suppose I could try…”

“You can stay in Grimmwald as my personal sorceress, perhaps,” Maxim suggested. “That sort of thing is useful, and apparently I’m quite notorious. I did need a witch to help with the Grimmbell ceremony as well. So the way I see it, it’s certainly worth a shot. And if it fails, you can always try and seduce me again afterwards.”

“That’s true,” Tabitha said. She beamed and stood. “And I was already supposed to read the lines for the grand ritual of the Grimmbell anyway. So it works out quite nicely!”

“Wonderful,” Maxim said, rising with her. “But perhaps we can… dispense with the naked dancing. Not exactly a seemly thing to do in the ballroom.”

“On the contrary, master,” Moira noted. “Your-”

“Yes,” Maxim interrupted with a sigh. “Yes, I’m sure my so and so grandfather loved to prance around, waving his privates in a very unprivate manner. But that’s not me.”

“As you say, master,” Moira demurred. “Though it’s not exactly traditional.”

“I’m afraid I must insist. Vigorously,” Maxim said before glancing back to Tabitha. “And you? What do you say?”

The witch seemed to consider it for a long moment. Then she smiled. “You know what? You’re right. I’ll give it a shot!”

“Wonderful. Moira? Would you mind showing our new witch to some appropriate closets? And inform Bitsy as well. She’s got an eye for this kind of fashion.”

“At once, master. Come, miss. I’ll show you Nanny Weatherogg’s winter wardrobe. I suspect there’s something in that we can make use of.”

“Does it have spiderwebs?” Tabitha asked hopefully.

“But of course,” Moira demurred as she led the younger woman away, the doors closing in their wake.

Alone again, Maxim sighed and took another drink of his tea. Well, that could have gone worse. The gleam of the apple caught his eye and he leaned forward, picking it up and scrutinizing it thoughtfully. Yes, modernization was a challenge for many, he mused as he turned the apple this way and that. But progress waited for no man, woman, or witch. The forms it took though? Ah, well, once could still control that. Especially if they had access to enough stitching, inspiration, and a decent advertising company.

He was still considering the apple when a knock came at the door. “Yes?” he called.

The door flew open and Katarina strolled in, the werewolf beaming at him. “Maxim!” she declared. “Best girl returns!”

“So I see,” he said, setting the apple back down. “Always a pleasure.”

“Pleasure mine,” she said, grinning. “Big pleasure! Because I bring news!”

“Really?” Maxim rose with renewed interest. “You found something?”

“Yes! Pack finds tracks. Lots of tracks! Big animals moving into woods, but we lost. They hiding. Hiding good.”

“Even from you?” he asked in surprise.

Katarina pouted, flopping into the chair opposite his. “I say they hide good. And I mean.”

Maxim nodded. “That you did. That you did. But you’re getting close?” he asked as he looked out the window thoughtfully, the black clouds brooding over the castle’s many minarets threateningly.

“Yes. Many signs. Have not tracked down completely yet, but getting close. Very close.”

Maxim nodded. “Then-”

A loud crunch had him turn around sharply, his eyes widening in horror as he saw Katarina take another large bite out of the apple. The werewolf met his look with her own. “What?” she asked.

“Uh…” he stammered.

Katarina blinked at him. Then again, her eyes slowly growing lidded. Her lips parted and her canine ears folded, a blush colouring her cheeks as she began to breathe deeper.

“Katarina?” Maxim asked with growing alarm as the werewolf wriggled, her tail beginning to frantically wag. “Are you… feeling alright?”

“Feel… hot,” the werewolf panted, tugging at her leathers.

“Hot?”

“Yes,” Katarina gasped, her hands growing more intent. “Hot. Me… hot!”

Maxim’s eyebrows flew up as the werewolf practically tore off her clothes, letting them fall to the floor with the clink of metal buckles. Within moments she was naked and sprawled on the table, panting hot and heavy, her hands moving over her body, nipples hard nubs on her breasts, sweat gleaming on her curves.

“Oh dear,” Maxim said.

“Mmmm,” Katarina groaned, rising sensuously. “Maaaaate,” she moaned, flopping against him, her arms wrapping around him, breasts squeezing against his chest. She leaned in close, a drunken smile on her face as she inhaled deeply. “Smell gooood, mate,” she breathed. “Very gooooood.”

“Ah, Katarina?” Maxim said, gently touching her arms. “Perhaps you should…”

“Waaaant maaaaate,” she groaned, grinding against him, licking his neck and kissing his cheek. “Want Maxim mate with… with me. Feel good. Feel… feel needy.”

He sucked in a breath as her thigh pushed between his legs, grinding against his bulge. “This ah, doesn’t seem terribly proper, Katarina. You’re not in your hey!”

He yelped as she tore his shirt off, her fingers momentarily claws as she shredded the fabric to lay his chest bare. Her fingers and palms flattened against his skin, the werewolf moaning as her hands stroked him.

“Waaant coooock,” Katarina moaned, licking his cheek. “Neeed maaate’s coooooock!”

Maxim hesitated, but realistically there wasn’t much he could actually do. Given Katarina’s strength and clear intent, he was pretty sure mating was going to happen, one way or another. He had to work her through the drug until it was out of her system.

Maxim sighed, shrugged.

Oh well.

He looked back down into the werewolf’s face, her ears twitching, her tail swaying, her eyes molten and her body absolutely trembling with need, nipples hard enough to cut diamonds and breath coming in short, hot pants. He gasped as her rocking hips rubbed her mound against his rapidly growing bulge, and a soft ‘awoooo’ escaped the needy wolf-girl.

“Mate,” she gasped, her hands grabbing his pants. “Mate noooow!”

“Well,” Maxim said, wriggling to assist the werewolf in removing his pants. “If you oh for…”

Maxim groaned as Katarina, growing tired of waiting, ripped his pants to ribbons in a single slash of her claws. He sighed. Well, she was certainly efficient, he’d give her that.

“Fine,” he said, grabbing her and spinning her around. Katarina yipped in surprise as he abruptly bent her over the table, but her surprise was short lived as she felt his hand between her legs.

“Ooooh,” the werewolf moaned, pushing her rump back, parting her legs, tail wagging eagerly as Maxim stroked her soaking slit. “Mnnnn! Mate… mate gooood,” she panted, lifting her rump, wagging her rear eagerly. “Mate like this. Mate like alpha!”

“That’s the idea,” Maxim admitted, though far more he just didn’t want Katarina on top of him right now. He wasn’t weak by any means, but he’d seen Katarina lift a six hundred pound bear over her shoulder, and in her current state, he had no guarantee his pelvis could survive her desires.

Plus, he had to admit there was a certain naughty appeal to taking her doggy style.

His hands stroked her flanks, making Katarina awoo with desire, her rump pushed back eagerly, downright desperate to take his full length.

“Such a greedy girl,” Maxim said, his voice growing husky, a dark thrill rushing through him as he stroked and teased the wolf-girl, one hand sliding between her legs and stroking her slickened pussy. “Such a greedy, good girl.”

“Yessss,” the werewolf panted, pushing her ass back eagerly. “Yes! Good girl. Best girl! Best girl get rewaaaaards!”

“You want a reward even though you haven’t found Beatrix yet?” he asked in playful scolding, his free hand freeing his cock, his body rocking forward, rubbing his manhood against her quivering pussy, coating himself in her desire. “How naughty.”

Katarina let out a howl of need, trembling under him, her claws gouging into the table under her. “I find. I find bitch! I do! But pleeeeease! Pleeeease give cooooock!”

“Hmmm,” Maxim mused, continuing to rub himself against her, drawing out the plaintive whines and needy pants. “Well… I suppose I could find it in me to give you an early reward. Provided you’re a… good girl…”

“Am!” Katarina whined, her tail thwapping Maxim so desperately it nearly bowled him over. “Am! Am good girl! Am best girl! Want. Want mate’s cock!”

“Well, alright,” Maxim chuckled, easing his cock back, aligning it with the molten heat of her pussy. “But only because you’re best girl.”

And then he thrust.

Katarina howled with bliss, her hips slamming into the table hard. She threw back her head, the sound rising as Maxim drew back and began to thrust, hammering her hard and fast.

“Awooooooo!” the werewolf howled. “Yes! Yes! Fuck me! Mate fuck me! Fuck good girl! Fuck. Fuck! Fuck good girl hard! Best girl… best girl want… want… cooooock!”

Maxim grunted, his teeth grit as he rutted her, pounding into her with sharp, heavy, panting motions. “Yes,” he gasped as her ass swung back to meet his thrusts. “Yes, you’re… ha… you’re best girl. Best girl Katarina.”

“Cum in best girl!” Katarina gasped, her body pink with her flush, her tail wagging furiously. “Cum in good girl! Fuck. Fuck! Cum! Breed! Breed best giiiiiiiirrrrrl!”

Maxim couldn’t hold back after that plaintive cry. With a few more eager thrusts he buried himself a last time in her, groaning as he reached his peak. His climax. Stuffing the gorgeous werewolf with sharp bursts of his seed.

Katarina howled with bliss as she felt it. Her own climax seemed to rip through her, the werewolf whining as she came with her mate, inner walls clamping down to milk Maxim of every drop she could.

Maxim panted, leaning against the werewolf until she released him. He pulled out, but no sooner had he than Katarina had whipped around and fairly tackled him to the floor, kissing him feverishly.

“Mooore!” Katarina whined.

“M-more?” Maxim gasped.

“Yes! More! Best girl need mooooore!”

Well, he could do that.

And for several hours did, taking Katarina seemingly all over the room, milking her of her lusts until she’d run through the passions of the apple. By the time he had, Maxim found himself draped on the room’s one standing chair, feeling like he’d just come through a ten-round match of boxing with the Irish Mauler. Katarina was curled up atop him, drowsing in satisfaction while lovingly nuzzling him. His arm rested on her lower back, stroking her tail fondly.

“Did you enjoy that, master?”

He looked up, too exhausted to be shocked at the sight of Moira leaning over him, her yellow eyes boring into him.

“Yes, I… I think so,” he managed, and testament to her own exhaustion, Katarina did nothing more than twitch an ear at the maid’s presence.

“Wonderful, master. Then, would now be a good time to remind you of your meetings?”

“Meetings?” he asked.

“Indeed, master. Your seneschal has arrived, and wishes to meet with you. It appears she has arranged your visit with the Grand Chromium Company, and another… appointment that must be kept.”

Maxim sat up a bit. “Did she? Excellent.”

“Indeed, master. Would you like to speak to her now?”

Maxim looked down at the werewolf, whose arms were wrapped around him so tightly he had no illusions about escaping her grasp any time soon.

“...Best tell her to give me a few hours or so. I’ll come to her.”

“As you say, my lord. I shall convey your wishes,” Moira said, receding from view.

Maxim lifted his head, and was utterly unsurprised to see that the maid had vanished. He could only shake his head and settle back in.

Sometimes, he wondered why he bothered looking at all…


Ch. 10 Industry Standards

With a growl the roadster ground to a halt in Burdenga’s town square, lingering crackles of electricity buzzing across the cobblestones. Climbing out, Maxim pulled his goggles off and beamed.

“Well!” he said. “That was a pleasant drive.”

Delia failed to answer, her fingers clinging to the dashboard and her eyes staring straight ahead in stark terror. She only moved when Bitsy cackled and slapped the other woman on the back.

“I’ll say. Whoo! What a rush. That was amazing, Sparky!” Bitsy said as she vaulted out of the roadster. “You gotta give me the keys to this thing!”

“Nnnn,” Delia managed.

“Maybe once I have another vehicle working,” he assured her.

“Gnnn,” Delia gasped.

Bitsy squealed in delight and threw her arms around him. “Yes! Best boss ever!”

Maxim patted her head, careful to avoid the electrodes pinning her hair. “Well, we’ll meet back up here at six. Think that’ll give you enough time to get your shopping for the party done?”

“Pfft. Of course! Have you forgotten who I am?”

“I doubt anyone could forget who you are,” Maxim assured her.

“Damn right! You just wait and see, Sparky. You’re going to have the best party ever! No one can shop like me.”

As she fairly pranced away, Maxim mused that was true. He’d been to many of Bitsy’s parties. They were… experiences. Even for a university notorious for its sparking student body. Not that students were particularly hard to please. Ply them with enough alcohol, get a decent record on the victrola, and everyone usually turned out happy enough once they sobered up. But a ceremony like the Grimmbell ringing? Well…

For a moment, he had a flash of regret for putting the party planning into Bitsy’s hands, but what was done was done. She’d make it happen, and he had other things to deal with anyway.

That in mind, he looked sideways to Delia, who still looked locked to the seat. “Do you need a hand?” he asked.

Being addressed seemed to shock the seneschal from her state and she tore her fingers off the dashboard. “F-fine, my lord. I’m fine,” she said, climbing out of the seat somewhat shakily.

“I did say you could come down in your own carriage,” he informed her as he helped her out.

“I would not… not dream of it, my lord,” she protested forcefully, even as her legs quaked like a newborn fawn’s trying to stand. “I am your seneschal! If I cannot… cannot ride with you, then what good am I?”

“A fair bit, considering you put these meetings together,” he noted, helping support her.

“Necessary, my lord. Though,” she added with a glower as she finally managed to stand under her own power, “why you feel the need to negotiate with the Grand Chromium Company I don't understand.”

“A necessity,” he assured her. “I prefer not to tyrannize unless absolutely necessary.”

“Hmph,” Delia huffed, adjusting her pillbox hat, monocle, then smoothing her dress out. “As you say, my lord. Now,” she said, patting her hair to get it once more into its coifed form, “let us be off.”

“Let’s,” he said, offering his arm. Which, he noticed, Delia took with some pleasure. Together, the pair moved down the street and deeper into Burdenga.

The headquarters of the Grand Chromium Company was a strange building that reflected its former owner to a tee, in Maxim’s opinion. It was a large, sprawling place utterly entombed in gargoyles, buttresses, and tacked on filigree, all of which did little to distract from the fact it was a collection of giant blocks piled together. It was positioned near the rail yard and looked down on that busy thoroughfare, with nearby factories casting a dark cloud of smog over the entire operation. In some ways, it reminded Maxim of Grimmwald, albeit of a different menace. More industrial. Modern. Almost an intrusion among the older buildings of town, but fitting among the dour factories and machine shops.

Cane in hand, Maxim took the building in slowly, Delia at his side, rigid with disapproval but loyally present.

“Shall we?” Maxim asked her.

“If we must,” she demurred.

“I’m afraid we do,” he said, and approached the doors more confidently than he felt, Delia following a moment later. Through a revolving glass door they found themselves in the foyer of the vast building, the walls stuccoed with unnecessary pillars in a tacky set up that made Maxim grimace a bit. The whole place had a blisteringly shiny and new feel to it. Everything was polished to a shine. Something drastically at odds with Grimmwald, which always felt like it was in the midst of a war between antiquity, modernity, and insanity.

A reception desk sat at the end of the foyer, and when Maxim gave his name the woman manning it eagerly scampered out from behind and hastened to lead him deeper into the building.

It was oddly both quiet and noisy in the halls of the Grand Chromium Company. The high ceilings caught echoes and made even the smallest sounds seem loud. The click of typewriters and scratch of pens muttered in the background, while the tapping of shoes hung in the air a bit too long and shrill. All of which seemed to disturb the residents, causing clerks and functionaries that Maxim passed to scurry by as if trying to escape the noise without being noticed.

Fortunately they soon reached the head office, and the receptionist eagerly opened the doors for them, bowing them in. Wordlessly, Maxim strolled past her and inside

It felt much like the rest of the building to him. Large, yet curiously empty, like they were still moving in. Though the walls were filled with bookcases, they seemed to be filled with meticulously dated ledgers. The only furnishing was a large desk, three chairs, and a stock ticker, whose mechanical rattling punctuated the silence.

Claria was waiting for them behind the desk, her expression carefully blank and hands folded.

Chrome’s former assistant was much as Maxim recalled her. Well, what little he recalled of her. She’d always been more of a background presence when compared to Chrome’s blinding persona. A pair of fine wired glasses sat before lidded, measuring eyes. Her expression had all the warmth of a bank statement, and her clothes were trim, functional, and utterly without embellishment. She reminded Maxim a little of Moira, though while the maid was mainly a monochrome of white and black, there was something almost… grey about Claria. Something not even the vast round window behind her could brighten.

“Lord Volt,” she said, rising with a mechanical precision, like every movement was made according to a slide rule. “Please, come in.”

“Thank you,” Maxim said, striding across the plush carpet, his eyes wary of any trap. “Glad you could make time to see us.”

“Time is valuable,” she said in a clipped tone that, to Maxim, seemed to match the ticking of a massive punch clock in the corner. “Fortunately, you are important enough to make it worthwhile.”

“...How flattering,” he said as he finally made it across the room and took a seat, Delia assuming the chair beside him.

“You are welcome.” Claria reached into her shirt and produced a pocket watch, which she flicked open. “I have allotted for you one hour, fifteen minutes, and twenty seconds of today.”

“How precise,” Maxim said.

“And unnecessary,” Delia growled. “You should make as much time as his lordship demands.”

“We shall see,” Claria said, snapping her watch shut. She lifted her eyes, flicking between Maxim and Delia before locking onto him again. “Now,” she said, retaking a seat, hands clasping on the desk as she looked at him. “You wished to speak to me on concerns of the company’s operation in the valley?”

“Yes,” Maxim said, clearing his throat and producing the sheet of papers. “The guildmasters and various concerned citizens have brought some of the company’s workplace practices to my attention. Ones that aren’t at all satisfactory.”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said mildly.

“Well,” Maxim said, referring to the sheet. “There’s the watches you make, whose glow in the dark paint melts your employee’s faces off.”

“Allegedly,” she said.

“No, it seems pretty clear that it does do that, given it’s happened to over a dozen people in the workshop.”

Claria frowned. “Our luminous watches are among our most popular sellers. Surely you’re not suggesting we stop making them?”

Maxim glanced at her over his papers. Good Lord, he realized as he looked at her stern face. She’s actually serious.

“I’m afraid I am,” he said. “Or hire some people without faces to melt. There’s also the, frankly, embarrassingly unsafe working conditions in your foundries,” he continued. “Apparently every fifth employee becomes crippled within a week, and then there’s the open catwalks overlooking the forges.”

“If an employee isn’t dexterous enough to avoid the danger of falling into molten metal, we at Chromium fail to see how this could be prevented.”

“Installing railings, perhaps?” Maxim prompted.

“That would be a heavy cost.”

“Of what? A few dollars?”

“Try a few thousand. And that’s how it starts of course,” Claria said demurely. “And such things tend to snowball, Lord Volt. It begins with railings, then demands of non-slip flooring. Blast shields. Ventilation. Bathroom breaks. Such costs balloon. Such costs become prohibitive. Inefficient. Such costs make us… uncompetitive.”

“You are killing people,” he noted.

She shrugged. “It’s a simple matter of calculation, Lord Volt. Investing more into the area than necessary is not productive. We are here to make money. And if money cannot be extracted at a sufficient margin, then it is inefficient and pointless to invest too much into infrastructure or employees.”

“Even if they die?” Maxim said.

“They are replaceable,” she replied indifferently.

“How dare you!” Delia snapped, slamming her hands on the desk and rising sharply, quivering with anger. “They are people! Citizens of Burdenga and the Grimm valley! How dare you talk about them like they’re disposable!”

Claria gave the seneschal a flat look. “Why not?” she asked. “Everyone is. The previous tyrants of the valley used its citizens for their own profit. And were far more wasteful about it. Is there that much difference between our practicality and the masters of the castle using their people as test subjects?”

“Of course!” Delia snapped. “The people loved the masters.”

Claria shrugged. “And in time, they perhaps will learn to love the company. But that is moot. There is a ceiling on what is a worthwhile investment into unskilled labour. Engineers are useful, but they too are replaceable. Even I am replaceable.” Her eyes moved to Maxim. “You are too. Or did Grimmwald not simply bring you in when its old master died?”

Maxim frowned, though she wasn’t necessarily wrong. “I disagree,” he said. “For a given task, yes, people can be easily replaced. But the individual is often what makes the success. You can’t just run through everyone like cogs.”

“Of course we can,” Claria replied with a look of puzzlement. “We have a surplus of workers at all times, and that’s not going to change.”

“We can still kick you out of the valley,” Delia growled.

Claria’s eyes snapped back to the seneschal and she nodded. “This is true,” she admitted. “You can. But if we go, we take our jobs with us. And then, no one has the work. Consider,” she observed. “You think we are not necessary, but we are. The majority of our factory work force has come from the fields and farms that no longer require the services of so many labourers. Tractors and automation have made these individuals otherwise redundant. There is no place for them where they were, hence why they are now here. We provide them with the work and pay they could not find where they came from.

“And if Grand Chromium were not here,” Claria continued, her eyes moving to Maxim, “then the work will not be available, and all that will remain is poverty. These people flock to our factories not because they have somewhere better to go. They have been made redundant in their former places. This will not change, even if Grand Chromium Company departs. Their former place in this world no longer exists. We give them work. If we did not, they will be forced to try and find it elsewhere. Or more likely, starve.”

“True,” Maxim said, inclining his head.

“My lord!” Delia said, aghast.

He held up a hand, his eyes meeting the lidded disinterested ones of Claria. “However,” he continued, “neither can the Grand Chromium survive without the good will of its workers.”

Her eyes narrowed a fraction. “They are workers. They work.”

“And what about your legacy?” Maxim prompted.

Claria blinked.

“Elaborate,” she commanded.

Maxim eased back in his chair. “It’s quite simple, really,” he began. “The Grand Chromium Company is a monster. A beast of gears and smoke and blast furnaces. And like any monster, aside from the kamikaze egrets of Japan, it wants to survive. Your company wishes to persist, and to do so, it has to build a legacy in the areas that it works in. To persist beyond the next spreadsheet. Chrome, though an utter bastard, understood that. At least, somewhat, though he went about trying to work it in the worst possible way. If your company is going to survive, it needs more than just profit.”

“Incorrect.”

“Correct!” Maxim cut in forcefully, making Claria sit back in surprise. “Your employees are more than cogs. They are your customers! By paying them well and investing in them, you’re able to work them more effectively and thoroughly. And if they are paid adequately, they can purchase your products, and will want to. Loyalty is the most valuable currency of all. Even more valuable than cheese! Besides, you’ll need loyal workers for when you need to adapt!”

“Adapt?”

Maxim gestured vaguely. “Of course. Or did you think that the Grand Chromium Company will forever be just transporting by rail and manufacturing bed frames? Technology advances, as you said. So training up your workers will do the same. Technology changes, and having a skilled workforce will allow you to keep pace.”

Claria blinked and eased back in her chair, contemplative. “Still,” she demurred. “The cost of these changes… You do know that I must also represent the board’s interest.”

“Any excess costs you can blame Chrome for,” Maxim said. “After all, thanks to his little stunt, should it be any surprise that you’d need to offer a few concessions to continue operating here? And what’s some more safety protocols compared to losing all of the facilities and the goodwill of the local ruler? Why, you’d be a hero just for managing to stick it out in the face of the master of Grimmwald’s murderous rage. You’d have salvaged the entire operation and its investments in the valley. Because I could make things difficult for the Grand Chromium not only here, but elsewhere as well.”

Her eyes narrowed a fraction. “What?”

“Well,” Maxim mused, shrugging with self-deprecation. “You must have heard I’ve been making inroads with certain big players in the Hundred Houses. And the master of Grimmwald has a great deal of pull…”

He saw a flicker in her eyes, and Maxim’s smile widened. Yes. She would know. She was too good at her job not to have been aware of Duke Aris’s little visit. And likely even knew some of the details by now.

Claria’s fingers tapped on the desk with the precision of a metronome. At last she gave a slow nod.

“This is all true,” she mused aloud. “Very well. I will see what can be done to make our production lines… safer.”

“And as long as you do, I won’t need to tyrannize you in any way, cripple you with taxes, and the townspeople can remain happy,” Maxim observed. “You managed to weather the displeasure of Grimmwald’s master. I made working conditions less cripplingly horrible for the workers. And everyone can get back to doing what they’re good at.”

“Agreed,” Claria said.

“Wonderful. In that case,” Maxim said, producing an invitation from his pocket, “I’d love to have you stop by during the ringing of the Grimmbell. Just so everyone can see that the Grand Chromium Company is interested in working with me.”

Claria plucked the envelope from his hand. “Understood,” she said, examining the letter. “Is it formal?”

“Somewhat.”

“I see. I will be there.”

“Glad to have you aboard,” Maxim said affably as he rose. “Looking forward to seeing you there.”

“No doubt,” Claria replied, standing as well and shaking his hand. “Until then.”

Turning, Maxim departed, Delia close to him. “Are you sure about this, my lord?” she asked once they were out the door and heading down the stairs. “I still think we should kick the entire company out of the valley.”

“Tempting as it is, it’d only be self-defeating,” Maxim informed her in an undertone. “She’s right, unfortunately. The jobs offered by Chromium pay as well as most are likely to find. But we have the advantage here.”

“How so?” she asked.

“Simple. The more ingrained Chromium becomes in the area, the better off we’ll be.”

“We will?”

“Of course,” Maxim said, smiling now. “Because we’ll invite others into the area to start their businesses and compete.”

“Won’t that just increase our problems?” Claria protested. “I mean, sparks never get along, and nobility are always fighting.”

“This is true. But!” Maxim said, holding up a triumphant finger, “these aren’t great powers. These are companies! So if Chromium wants to keep its profit margins and workers, they’ll have to compete, and they’ll have to woo us like we’re the prettiest belle at the ball. And once there’s more options for jobs, Chromium can’t abuse its workers with impunity. The only way a business can be untouchable is if they have a monopoly. So we simply have to break it. Diversify, and welcome competition.”

“I see,” Delia mused. “Is this like that democracy thing they’re doing in the west these days.”

“Something like that,” Maxim said.

“Interesting. We practice something like that here as well.”

“You do?”

“Oh yes, my lord. We have a policy of one man, one vote. The master is the man, and he has the vote. It works quite well.”

“Yes,” Maxim said tiredly. “I imagine democracy would be like that around here. At any rate,” he continued more energetically, “I suppose it’s time to visit the vampires, eh?”

“Indeed, my lord,” Delia agreed firmly, squeezing his arm. “Indeed it is…”


Ch. 11 Family Tensions

Bitsy loved a good bit of shopping. Especially when using other people’s money.

This had always vexed her father, who had mistakenly believed that money could buy his daughter’s obedience. He’d been in for an extremely expensive lesson, though his second effort of brute force and threats hadn’t done much better. Bitsy had taken a great deal of pleasure in thwarting him whenever she could.

And she would be the first to admit that it had been largely for that reason she’d first gotten involved with Maxim. Oh to be sure, he was handsome enough. Dressed well. Was confident. Clever, and a potent spark, all of which would have worked in his favour to impress Lord Malevola.

But then there had been his family’s reputation.

Bitsy grinned at the memory. Oh, it had been such a naaaaughty idea. When she learned about Maxim, she’d actually written to her father and asked if he’d ever heard of the Volts? The speed and vehemence of the reply had ensured Bitsy would be getting to know Maxim Volt very well indeed.

Then, to her initial disappointment, Maxim had turned out not to be a sadistic lunatic devoted to perverting science or even other, more amusing perversions. He’d been almost painfully straitlaced.

Naturally, Bitsy had decided to change that.

And yet, though she had some success in driving him to more amusing antics, she’d found she actually liked his company. He was attentive, interested, but didn’t indulge her. Well, not her worst inclinations, anyway. In fact, he was firm with her, but still listened to her. It had been a fascinating change of pace.

Bitsy giggled, which made the brewer she’d been talking to a bit nervous, though the sheer amount of alcohol she was ordering ensured he didn’t make a break for it. She paid the man, ensured he understood where and when to deliver the alcohol, and then she made her way back out onto the street. She still needed to arrange for the lighting. Some musicians. Canapes, and plenty else. More shopping to do. All for her man.

Ah, Bitsy mused dreamily. Maxim. Such a delight. She’d always loved a challenge, and making Maxim into a true mad tyrant was certainly proving to be one. And even if she failed, eh. So what? He was plenty of fun as is. Now, if only she could convince him to do some proper mad rantings…

“Alms for the poor, milady?”

Bitsy’s smile dropped. Her eyes snapped wide open and she whipped around.

There was a beggar standing under a soot stained awning. A rather large beggar, with broad shoulders and a build that couldn’t be hidden by his ridiculously small, threadbare cloak, patched pants, and a battered top hat with the brim loose like a half-opened can.

A beggar with an almost absurdly large handlebar mustache.

“Wesley?” Bitsy said incredulously.

The beggar grinned, tweaking his mustache.

“Indeed, dear sister!” he said in a loud undertone as he shuffled nearer. “I know it may be hard for you to believe, but it is indeed I! You see,” he whispered, glancing around before leaning in, dropping his voice. “I’m in disguise.”

Bitsy’s eyes ran up and down the massive, muscled frame of the ‘beggar’, her eyes in particular lingering on the clearly waxed and gloriously curled moustache. “...You’re an idiot, Wesley.”

“Absurd! I’d have noticed at once.”

Bitsy ground her teeth. She was quite easygoing, really, but the one thing that managed to truly, deeply, and utterly piss her off was always her brother. Sarcasm didn’t work on him. It was like throwing witticism at a brick wall, with the added annoyance that it could follow you around. If only she had her death ray, she could deal with him once and for all. Sadly, all she had was a copious amount of knives, which she and more than a few sparks, despots, and other villains had learned weren’t too effective at deterring Wesley Malevola. So instead, she would have to try something different for a change.

Her words.

“Whatever,” Bitsy growled. “Listen, Wesley, I want to talk to you.”

“And I you, dear sister,” Wesley declared, grabbing her by the shoulders. “This has been the perfect opportunity! Now, quickly, come with me! I can spirit you away before your vile captor knows what has happened. Away and back to the family estate, where you might resume your noble pursuit of braiding doilies and knitting.”

“Get off me!” Bitsy snapped, yanking herself free of his startled grasp. She jabbed a finger into his chest. “Now you listen to me, Wesley Malevola. And listen good, because I’m only going to tell you this once. I don’t want to go back home. I’m never going back. I’m here with Sparky because I want to be. Because I like him! And nothing you or father do is ever going to drag me back to that dungeon of a manor. Got it?”

Wesley’s stunned expression slowly sobered, and he nodded. “I do.”

“You do?” Bitsy asked, instantly suspicious.

“Yes. I do. You have somehow been brought into that nefarious man’s thrall! Brainwashed or bewitched by some vile technology or concoction!”

Bitsy slapped a hand over her face. Figured. “Dammit, Wesley. I-”

“No!” Wesley declared, putting a finger to her lips. “Say no more, dear sister. I realize it now. Long had I had my suspicions. For what seems an age did I wonder what drew you to him, and now I have the truth! That foul despot has entrapped your mind in a web of compulsion, and even now weaves his terrible influence over you. But fear not, my dear sister!” Wesley cried, seizing her again, crushing her into a hug as he fairly wept with emotion. “I will see you free yet!”

“Hrk!” Bitsy wheezed.

“Yes!” Wesley bellowed manfully, raising a fist to the heavens, his other arm continuing to crush his sister to his chest with fraternal affection. “I will slay that foul madman, and free you of his clutches! Your mind shall be yours anew, and together we shall return to father and you may marry a man of good station! In fact, father has already lined up a number of suitable bachelors for the occasion!”

Bitsy growled, a sound anyone who hung around feral cats would recognize. She considered again pulling a knife and jabbing it into her brother until he stopped talking, but reluctantly let the impulse pass. For one, she doubted it would actually manage to kill him. He’d survived far worse, including exploding airships, murderous sparks and all their monsters, and even an ill-fated romance with a pirate queen (who’d been a delight when she wasn’t robbing passenger liners).

And for two, because despite the fact he was more bullheaded than a minotaur in a rut, he was her brother. He meant well, even if the execution left much to be desired. Maxim had been right when he told her that family meant a great deal in the scheme of things. Even if they were idiots. Well, most family. Her father could have dropped into a pit of barbed wire and vinegar for all she cared, but Wesley was a different story. He cared. It was just that he cared a bit too much.

Fortunately, this was not the first hug her brother had subjected her to, and after some wriggling she managed to slip free enough to take a breath.

“Let go of me right now!” she snapped.

Startled by the venom in her voice, Wesley did, giving her a blank look. “Bitsy?”

“First off you moron, I love Sparky,” Bitsy snapped. “No brainwashing, compulsion, or hypnotic conditioning needed. Second of all, he’s not some lunatic riding around, torching peasant huts and hunting down people in the woods for shits and giggles. Unfortunately.”

“Bitsy, he is the Tyrant of Grimmwald!”

“Dammit, Wesley! It means something different around here. You’re not a complete moron. You must have asked around town! Did anyone you talk to actually sound like they were unhappy with him in the castle? Did anyone say they hated him? That they were being oppressed?”

“Naturally, dear sister. How did you think I found you?”

“Hold on,” Bitsy said, suddenly wary. “Who told you?”

Wesley’s guileless eyes skittered away from her and he nervously stroked his mustache. “Ah, well, as for… ahem, I cannot reveal my sources…”

Bitsy’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Who was it?” she demanded, taking a step forward. “I bet it was just one person, wasn’t it? Maybe someone with a grudge? Someone who’s shiftier than the clutch of a Springville Suicide Train?”

“Er…”

Nail on head, Bitsy mused at the sudden look of unease on her brother’s face. “Wesley? Did you ever consider for a moment that maybe – just maybe – you were lied to? That someone is using you?”

“Impossible!” Wesley barked, tweaking his lapels. “You should know, dear sister, that I’m an excellent judge of character.”

Bitsy rolled her eyes. “Oh yes. Such a good judge you tried to propose to the widow Judith.”

“She was bereaved!”

“She was still holding the knife she killed her husband with!”

“Allegedly.”

“She tried to off Colonel Mustard before they managed to arrest and hang her, Wesley!”

“I could have changed her,” Wesley muttered despondently

With great effort Bitsy resisted the urge to grab her brother by the front of the shirt and shake him to get the two neurons in his head sparking. All of which, through great experience, she knew would not work.

Instead, she took a slow breath and a step towards him. “Brother,” she said as gently as she could. “I love Sparky. I really do. I love him genuinely. And I’ll never, ever, go back to father and that hellhole of a home. I will never marry whatever hopelessly inbred Habsburg or Rothschild he’s got waiting for me. Look into my eyes, Wesley, and tell me I’m lying.”

Wesley did so, his brow furrowing as Bitsy pushed as much genuine feeling forward that she could. Squinting, stroking his mustache again, Wesley’s face screwed up with uncertainty.

“...I’m still not convinced you are not under some sorcery. But,” he continued before Bitsy could actually draw the knife strapped to her leg, “I am willing to do a… bit more research into this matter.”

“Wesley-”

“Thus I bid you farewell, sister!” Wesley declared in a sudden booming voice as he leapt back. “Farewell, and adieu!”

His arm rose and threw a smoke bomb onto the ground. Bitsy reeled back, coughing as the acrid cloud plumed up, enveloping him. She waved it clear and squinted around, finding no trace of him. Grimacing, she crossed her arms, glaring about.

“Dammit,” she grunted. “Fucking idiot…”


Ch. 12 The Vampire’s Offer

The vamp house was everything Maxim could have expected from a whorehouse run by vampires. It was deep in the city, swallowed among the shadows of neighbours and taller shops and homes. Even then it was quite the impressive building, provided you ignored how all the windows were bricked up. The gothic grandeur of the place had a certain air of the French about it, with filigree embossed facings, the sweeping gables and air of classy ostentation. Not to mention the red lamps that glowed outside the doors and along the small drive leading up to the house.

But there was something else about the place. Something beyond the physical. Something somber and threatening like a forest deep in the night. A sense of subtle menace and danger that was both thrilling and concerning. And, in Maxim’s opinion, entirely accurate. A feeling driven home further as he and Delia knocked on the door, and were admitted inside by a pale butler with a very high collar, who went to inform Triana of their arrival.

“Lovely place,” Maxim said softly as they waited in the foyer, the room barely lit by some dim lamps, casting deep shadows in every nook and ripple of velvet curtains.

“The Countess is very careful to ensure an air of respectability and sensuousness to her businesses,” Delia said.

“Yes,” Maxim observed drily as he glanced up at the railing of the second floor, spotting a number of shadowy figures whose red eyes gleamed in the dimness. “Mustn’t disturb the guests while they’re being drained.”

With great seriousness Delia shook her head. “No, my lord. And for a good reason. The vampires are here only by the suffering of the people and, more than that, by the master. A tenuous thing.”

“That it is,” Maxim agreed. Back in England, vampires were rarely welcomed. Something about being a creature that preyed exclusively on humans seemed to rub people the wrong way. The fact they were so snooty and superior about it hadn’t helped. It was one thing to eat people. It was another to act disdainful about your dinner right to their face. That was just… insulting.

“Quite so, my lord,” Delia agreed. “But nonetheless, they do represent the Crimson Court. It would be unwise to ignore an agent of the Countess. She has great weight in many circles.”

“She certainly has that,” Maxim said, vividly recalling the plump woman. Though, he wasn’t sure this meeting was about her. “I have heard,” he murmured to Delia, dropping his voice, “that vampires have certain… compulsion powers. Do I need to worry about that?”

“No, my lord,” she assured him. “A vampire’s hypnotic powers are only truly potent on the weak of mind and will. And even then, it’s obvious when it has been used. The enthralled are little more than dolls animated by another’s commands, and only able to obey simple instructions.”

“Good to know,” Maxim murmured.

Further musings were cut short as the butler returned, and not alone. Maxim straightened at the sight of Triana, the vampire gliding towards him with a perennial expression of mild amusement, like she knew some joke that no one else did. She was elegant in a black gown that did much to draw the eye to her chest, trimmed with crimson and her face expertly done up to emphasize her pale beauty, ruby earrings flashing from her elfin ears. A ribbon was wrapped around her neck, fluttering like a banner and masking the marks in her throat. Not that it did much good. A glance at her red eyes and the fangs that gleamed with her inviting smile put to rest any doubts as to her nature.

“Lord Volt,” Triana said, offering her hand. “A pleasure to see you.”

“Likewise,” Maxim said, taking Triana’s hand with a light bow. “You have a lovely place.”

“Don’t I?” she said with an admiring look. “Thank you. My time here has been very constructive. But come, this is hardly the place to speak. I have my boudoir all arranged. And Delia. Sweetie! What a joy to see you as well.”

“Thank you,” Delia said, curtsying politely.

“Such a charmer! Would you mind waiting here? Your master and I have much to discuss of a… private nature.”

“I… suppose,” Delia said hesitantly.

“Wonderful. This way, Lord Volt,” Triana said, gliding back down the hall.

Maxim moved to follow.

“My lord?”

He paused and glanced back at Delia. “Yes?”

His seneschal slipped in close, her voice dropping conspiratorially as she touched his arm, drawing him near. “Be careful, my lord,” she said softly. “Triana is a cunning creature, nearly on par with the Countess herself. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was smarter. Take nothing she says on trust. Assume nothing is set in stone. Vampires are predators above all else, and she will not forget that, even if you do.”

Maxim gave her a measuring look, then nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said soberly, turned, and followed Triana deeper into the wine-red halls of the bordello.

The vampiress had stopped just past the doorway and was watching him with mild amusement, but she said nothing before turning and delving deeper down the hall. The notes of a piano filtered to them, and as they passed closed doors Maxim heard gasps of pleasure and sighs of bliss within them.

A footman waited at the end of the hall. As hideously pale as the other servants seen about the place, the man dipped a shallow bow and opened the door, ushering them into the room.

The boudoir certainly earned its reputation. There was something almost indecent and suggestive about even the way the curtains had been hung. Several overstuffed seats made of intricately carved wood dotted the interior, along with numerous marble busts on plinths. With an emphasis on the bust. Paintings of tasteful and not so tasteful nudity dotted the walls, and a piano sat not far, a lonely candelabra providing the sole illumination.

“Please, have a seat,” Triana said with an inviting gesture.

“Gladly,” Maxim said, taking the only single-seat chair in the room. As he did, he reached into his pocket and produced a particular copper sphere.

Triana said nothing as Maxim set the solar bomb on a small side table beside him, hand resting on its head and the trigger. But a ghost of a smile hovered on her ruby-red lips as she glided to one of the divans and lowered herself gracefully into it, leaning tantalisingly against the edge with her legs tucked beneath her, her breasts straining the low cut of her top.

“Insurance?” she asked.

“Just a reminder.”

“Smart,” she purred. “Very smart.”

“Thank you. Now,” he continued affably, “just what is it you wanted to talk to me about?”

“Is it strange that the Court would have an interest in the new master of the castle?” she asked sweetly. “After all, it seems like you need all the friends you can get.”

“I won’t deny that,” he said. “But I seem to recall the Countess was more than happy to let things play out before she chose sides.”

“And can you blame her?”

“Since my life was on the line, I think I might.”

A flicker gleamed in the vampiress’s eyes. “Hmm. Perhaps,” she admitted. “But I assure you,” she breathed, leaning towards him, and offering him an incredible view down her corseted gown and the pale, full breasts which crested those waves of lace, “the Countess is very eager to strengthen ties with you. As am I.”

“Is that so?” Maxim asked, his eyes drifting about the room and the strange, deep shadows that seemed to wait there. Literally anywhere but down her dress.

“She is a businesswoman, in the end,” Triana noted.

“More of a pimp.”

“A madame, I believe is the more polite term. She runs a classy establishment, you know.”

He’d give it that. Looking around at the room he was in, it was certainly of a class all its own. It was a bit out of fashion and gloomy, true, but it certainly felt appropriate.

“It is at that,” he admitted.

“Much better than your typical cathouse.”

“You say that, but you should be wary of them. Back in England, cathouses are becoming very popular. Who knew that sticking a pair of feline ears, tail, and a maid dress on pretty women would be so lucrative?”

For the first time since he met her, Triana looked genuinely uncertain. “You’re… joking, right?” she ventured.

“Not even a little,” he said.

Triana frowned a little, suddenly pensive. “Interesting…”

“But what is it exactly you’re looking for here?” Maxim asked. “I’ve already invited you to the Grimmbell ceremony.”

“Why, I wished to make you an offer,” Triana said, rallying back around. “One of several. The Countess is very eager to work closely with you, my lord.”

“How closely?”

Triana’s smile deepened, her hand landing on his leg and stroking him. “Very close indeed…”

He gave her a hard stare and shifted his leg from under her hand. “You’ll have to offer more than sex to get that out of me.”

Her smile quirked. “Do you think I’m bad at it?”

“I think I have three women more than eager to share my bed. It’ll take more than an offer of becoming your late-night snack to convince me of working with you.”

Triana pouted. “You are a very difficult man.”

“So they tell me.”

“No doubt. But there is more I’m willing to offer, if you’ll hear me out. Especially as I’ve learned you’re having some marriage issues,” Triana said.

Maxim sighed, massaging his brow. “Please don’t remind me.”

“And why not?” she asked impishly. “I would imagine you would enjoy getting married. Carrying on the family name. Bachelor party. Etcetera, etcetera.”

“I’m not exactly keen on it, considering my current betrothed seems inclined to try and stab me on our wedding night.”

“Oooh, how delightful. For what is love without a bit of bloodletting,” she asked with a playful laugh. “But you know,” she added, sliding nearer, hands lifting her to lean over the arm of her divan, her eyes lidded by her long lashes, “if you’re truly having issues, why not just have a fake marriage? Puts the enemy off footing for a bit.”

Maxim gave her a studied look. “Are you volunteering?” he asked.

“Who better?” she replied. “I’m beautiful. Powerful. Clever. And you won’t need to worry about any inconvenient heirs. Not to mention I can show you things in the bedroom that would shock you to the very core.”

“There is a contract about my current bride,” he noted.

“The Hundred Houses have sway, my lord,” Triana purred. “But so does the Crimson Court. And only a fool would cross the vampires openly. Legal challenges would be child’s play to keep the Spider Duke at bay. The Hundred Houses do love their byzantine rules. We could find the loophole. We’ve been doing it for centuries.”

Maxim narrowed his eyes. “Tempting, but I get the feeling that you’re not offering out of the goodness of your heart.”

Triana laughed throatily. “Now whatever would give you that idea?”

“Possibly the fact you’re an amoral vampire who helps run a bunch of whorehouses in my town, and the only reason your mistress didn’t rip my head off and use the stump of my neck like a wine barrel was because I bribed and threatened her.”

“And what a standup job you did,” Triana observed. “Not many can resist the Countess. Even fewer are able to threaten her into abandoning any of her designs. But you did, and quite ably. Very impressive. Which brings us back to her other offer.”

“Which is?”

“Well,” Triana said slyly, “your marriage to this heiress of Aris is dangerous, but doesn’t have to be. The gaze of a vampire is a most compelling thing. Thus, the Countess asked me to inform you that she could use hers to help your… domestic situation, should you become married. It would be a simple thing to ensure your wife loved you very much. Very… very much…”

Revulsion twisted Maxim’s gut. He pulled away from the vampiress with a scowl. “That’s not an offer I’m willing to even entertain.”

She blinked up at him, cocking her head. “No?”

“No! I may be a tyrant, a madman, and cavorter with demons and worse, but I would never deny anyone choice! The will to be free is far too important for that, and I’d never even consider robbing anyone of their ability to choose.”

“Even if they wanted to kill you?”

“I’d prefer to kill them than make a slave of them,” Maxim snapped.

Triana leaned back in her seat, looking amused. “How interesting,” she said. “Though, you should know that many would choose such enslavement. A freedom from decisions and the terrors of the consequences.”

“I hesitate to call anyone like that a person,” Maxim retorted. “Worm would be too good for them. So, you can inform the Countess that I will appreciate her support, but not to have her control others on my behalf.”

“Is that so?” Triana said, crossing her arms with an amused look. “Because the Countess would be glad to offer you this help to ensure your control of the valley.”

“I don’t need it.”

“Because you trust these people?”  she asked with amusement. “The guild masters and the town council?”

Maxim gave the vampiress a cold look. “Trust requires a leap of faith,” he said shortly. “And your Countess should be glad I offer it. Or she would surely be the first to suffer for it.”

“How true,” Triana giggled. “And how wise. Keep that in mind, my lord, and you’ll go far indeed. But there are movements growing against you too. And not just indignant maidens worried of their virtue. There are many who would be delighted to see you dead, and your castle in other hands.”

“Conquest?” he asked pointedly.

“Very,” she purred. “There are secrets within Grimmwald you cannot begin to fathom, my lord. Dark secrets. Secrets many would do anything to plumb, as your uncle learned to his detriment.”

“What do you mean?” he asked sharply.

Triana shrugged carelessly. “Only that a show of strength would do well to repel certain… parties interested in seizing it.”

“Show of… less than a month ago I destroyed an army marching on my castle. And killed an iron-clad automaton of an industrialist!”

Triana nodded. “That you did. But that was a mere businessman, and few of the powerful recognized his real might. But there is another option.”

“Which would be?”

“Marriage, of course.”

“I thought we already discussed that.”

“We did, and now we circle back,” Triana said, edging near once more. “You don’t want to wed a woman who wants to kill you? You don’t want to hypnotize her into your thrall? Well, why not marry someone else? Someone who can guarantee you your freedom from those who’d see you dead.”

“I already turned you down,” he reminded her pointedly.

“For a fake marriage. What about a real one? I can be quite charming, you know.”

“Why would you even want to marry me anyway?” he asked in exasperation.

“For the reason I said,” Triana observed. “You were right when you told the Countess that her time was over. That the enemies were at the gates, and would see her ground down to dust for snorting. A hilarious image, by the way. She was quite delighted by the anecdote.”

“So this is her idea?”

“It could be,” Triana said, shrugging. “And why not?”

“Well, what about the whole… you know. Lineage thing?”

Triana laughed musically. “Maxim, really now. If you wed me, I certainly wouldn’t complain about a few bastards running around. I’m willing to accept the limitations of my station, so long as my husband has no such compunctions.”

Yes, Maxim suspected that was so. And no doubt she failed to mention the fact that she was likely to outlive him by centuries, meaning she could comfortably wait for him to drop dead, then inherit the whole of the estate. If she even felt compelled to wait that long. Vampires weren’t exactly known for their moral compunctions of murder, and being the spouse of one was just asking to wake up one morning emptier than a beer barrel at Oktoberfest.

And though eternity was, of course, quite tempting, there was a damn good reason that Maxim didn’t want to become a vampire. Aside from not being able to enjoy a brisk morning walk and obtaining certain new allergies to garlic and Catholics, the simple fact was he’d become a monster.

Which, well, wasn’t necessarily a terrible thing. Many sparks became monsters with their experiments. But he’d become a monster of the supernatural. A soulless creature of the night. He’d swish large black cloaks. Turn into bats. Command wolves and develop an unhealthy aversion to right angles and running water.

None of which was a deal breaker, to be fair. But there was a simple reality he couldn’t deny.

Becoming a vampire changed you.

Maxim knew this. He’d read the literature, studied the reports, and as a Volt had been privy to a number of details not made public. And one thing universally agreed upon was that a person lost something integral to their humanity when they became a vampire. They became a predator, their sense of empathy shot. Became a slave to their thirst. None of which was particularly appealing, but the one thing that Maxim couldn’t accept was the atrophy. For to become a vampire was to become trapped in a state of decay. The mind arrested with the moment of change. They could learn, certainly, but their ability to innovate was near nothing. Years ground them under the weight of progress. Corpses in spirit and body. And that was one thing that Maxim could not bear. To die would be better than to become a bloodsucking predator that was, even worse, unable to imagine and create.

“Afraid I’ll have to decline. Again,” he said.

Triana’s eyes lidded, her smile growing sharp. Maxim tensed, his hand tightening around the solar bomb, its panels sliding back with a sound like knives being drawn.

Triana suddenly laughed, breaking the tension in an instant as she shook her head and lounged back on her divan. “Well,” she chuckled. “I tried. You can hardly blame me for it.”

“If you went any further, I might have,” he observed.

“And you’d be wise to,” Triana agreed, smiling and revealing a gleam of her fangs. “But I understand. So be it, Lord Volt. But if you do find yourself in the market for a lover,” she said, her fingers walking their way along his arm, stroking his shoulder, “rest assured, I am very…” she breathed, leaning in close, her breath ghosting against his ear. “...Very… experienced.”

Maxim suppressed a shiver. “I’ll… keep that under consideration.”

Triana eased back, her eyes remaining lidded and amused. “As you say, my lord,” she purred, nodding. “As you say. Regardless, I am very much still looking forward to the party. So long as I’m still invited.”

Clearing his throat, Maxim rose, adjusting the collar of his shirt. “Certainly. I intend everyone who intends to pay homage to me to attend.”

“Then I’ll be there,” Triana said, resting her chin in her palm and giving him a coy look. “And can’t wait for the… after party…”

Maxim gave her a level look, then tucked the solar bomb back into his jacket. “Until then,” he said, nodding and departing, the doors to the room gliding open.

“Until then,” Triana’s voice whispered, and Maxim shivered as those words seemed to caress his neck.


Ch. 13 The Other Vampire’s Offer

Delia paced in the lobby of the vamp house, her hands knitting and knotting with worry. She stole another look at the door at the end of the stairs, her teeth nibbling her lower lip. She knew she shouldn’t have let Maxim go meet with Triana alone. She knew only too well how clever the vampiress was. How powerful.

How… predatory.

Delia winced, recalling vividly her time among the vampires. They’d sheltered her from Chrome when the industrialist had killed her father. Practically helped raise her. The Countess had treated Delia like a favoured niece, and Triana… Well, the vampiress had always acted like something of an older sister to Delia. The fact that Triana never aged had played a large part in that. The vampiress had always been so mature. So confident and in control of herself. It had a strong appeal for a young, impressionable girl. The vampires had been so inviting. So open. So… so…

“Delia.”

She whirled, drawing herself up at the sight of the thin male vampire as he emerged from the shadows, his eyes intent and sharp. Tall and thin, he carried himself with a somber elegance, and dressed in the flowing black cloak that was hopelessly dated, yet he wore it with style. His face was lean but handsome, his hair slicked down and eyes crimson and intent.

“Jarrick,” she said, stiffly. “What do you want?”

He glided a step nearer. “To talk to you.”

She took a smooth step back. “We’ve nothing to talk about.”

“Delia, really now,” he said, moving in closer with a rustle of his cloak. “You and I both know that’s a lie. And a bad one.”

“Is it?” she retorted sharply. “Because I know exactly what you’re going to say and ask, and I’ve already rejected all of it. I’m not going to return to the Crimson Court as a servant or otherwise. And I won’t become a vampire.”

“Why not?” he asked with a vague gesture. “Chrome is dead. Your revenge is fulfilled. What awaits you elsewhere?”

“My master,” she replied.

His eyes grew lidded and his lip faintly curled before he smoothed his expression once more. “Delia,” Jarrick said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “You could be so much more. So much greater than a mere human.”

She whirled, taking a quick step back, her eyes sharp. “Don’t touch me, Jarrick,” she said darkly. “I’m not yours and never was. Even when I lived in this house I wasn’t, and you should know that.”

Red flashed in the vampire’s eyes. The muscles of his neck tightened and his fingers curled inward, squeezing against his palms. He glared at her from beneath half closed eyelids, expression taut and sharp.

Delia drew herself up, staring him down. But she held herself tense, ready to flick her wrist and slide into her hand the derringer she hid in her sleeve. She knew he wouldn’t attack her. Wouldn’t dare. The Countess had forbidden it long ago. And a vampire was ever a servant of their sire. Another reason Delia had refused the blood kiss. As her father had, she served Grimmwald, not the Crimson Court.

“Don’t be childish,” Jarrick growled. “You-”

“I’m not a child anymore.”

Jarrick took a slow breath, making an effort to calm himself. “Of course not. I know that. But surely you don’t think life will be better bowing and scraping to some lordling, holding court in his mouldering castle? You left to see Chrome killed, and it’s done. He’s dead. There’s nothing for you to fear now.”

“I never feared Chrome,” she retorted shortly. “I hated him. And the vampires had no intention of helping me with my revenge.”

Jarrick waved a hand impatiently. “We could not. Our situation has been… strained. More is at stake than you know. Ah, but Delia,” he said, gliding forward again, his eyes gleaming with desire. “There’s still time, you know. Still time to save yourself from the threat of what may come. You’re so lovely,” he breathed. “So beautiful. So young and full of life. Don’t let the withering of age take that from you. Don’t let the cold cruelty of years steal you away. We can be together forever, my dear.”

“An interesting prospect, provided I didn’t have to share it with you,” Delia snapped. “I’m not your doll, Jarrick. I am the seneschal of Grimmwald.”

“To him?” he spat, his hands flexing, bones cracking as his nails lengthened like talons. “A mere human man, doomed to age and decay like all the others? Well,” he amended to himself. “Not quite like all the others.”

“What are you talking about?” Delia demanded.

Jarrick shook it off. “It’s not for mortals to hear,” he muttered. Then his face melted once more to longing. “But Delia. Ah, Delia. Surely you can’t be willing to lose yourself to age? To tie yourself to mere mortality? There’s so much more that awaits you. Eternity in the night. Let me help you, Delia,” he said, reaching for her.

Delia felt her back hit the wall behind her. Her hand flashed to her belt and drew her pistol an inch from the holster. “Back away, Jarrick.”

His hand flashed out, caught her own, held the pistol in the leather. He loomed above her, his crimson eyes burning hot. Hungry. Forgetting for a moment that his seeming victim had two hands.

Right until he felt the press of the stake against his chest.

He stilled, glancing down at the wooden spike resting over his heart. His eyes moved back up, staring into Delia’s. His glare meeting hers in a grim, taut silence.

“You wouldn’t,” he rasped darkly.

“Want to test me?” she asked, pressing the stake a little harder.

Jarrick’s lip curled, the skin of his face pulling taut on the bone and the monster that lay beneath. At last, he pulled away, removing his hand from her revolver, his dark cape closing around him as he glided several paces back.

Delia returned his glare, and slammed her pistol back into her holster. “Good,” she said. “And remember this, Jarrick. I am no longer a member of the Court. The Countess is not my guardian, and I am not your plaything. I work for Lord Volt now. And you’d best not forget it.”

“I assure you,” Jarrick murmured as he slid soundlessly into the shadows, his red eyes gleaming, “I will not…”

Delia remained on guard, though she sensed that he was gone. She trusted her instincts, having lived among the vampires long enough that she had a good sense of their presence, and their absence. She let out a slow breath, shaking her head. She turned away briskly, her face smoothing as Maxim emerged from the hall.

She wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the feeling of relief that washed through her at the sight of him. To be sure, she was immensely grateful to Maxim for all he’d done to help her. For reclaiming the castle, swearing to protect the town, and killing Chrome. The proper mix of feelings a seneschal should have for their master. Though, whenever her thoughts returned to that night in the carriage, she felt her pulse quicken and a flush rush through her like a wave of warmth.

Perfectly normal feelings, of course.

Perfectly normal…

“My lord,” Delia said with a short bow. “How did it go?”

“About as well as could be expected, I imagine,” Maxim said as he joined her, taking her arm. Delia felt some of the tension coiling in her relax at the feel of his strong, sure grip on her. Which was another natural reaction to the presence of the man she served. “Triana offered herself as my bride, but I turned her down.”

“A wise choice, my lord,” Delia said. “Triana is too clever by half. And a powerful vampire in the extreme. She is not to be underestimated, as an enemy.”

“Then good thing we’re allies. For now.”

“Of course, my lord. Did she… I mean,” she amended. “Did you and she…”

“No,” Maxim said firmly. “She is beautiful, certainly, but it would complicate politics immensely if I did.”

“Quite right, my lord,” Delia agreed as they moved into the foyer of the vamp house. Yet Delia felt a shiver from a pair of eyes, and she warily glanced back and up.

Looming over the banister of the second floor stood Jarrick, half masked in darkness, his cold, red eyes trained on the pair. She felt Maxim slow and follow her gaze.

“Ah,” Maxim said. “Him.” She felt his arm squeeze hers. “Did he bother you?”

Delia shook her head. “No, my lord,” she said, then leaned in closer. “But… watch for him. Jarrick is dangerous.”

“Is he?” Maxim mused, meeting the vampire’s eye with his own. “Well, that is a coincidence. So am I.”


Ch. 14 Witch Wonder

“Are you sure about this?” Tabitha asked uneasily.

“Of course I am,” Bitsy scoffed as she helped the witch adjust the girdle. “Trust me! You look great!”

Tabitha wasn’t so sure. Though she hadn’t known Bitsy for long, hearing the words ‘trust me’ from the smaller woman raised some immediate red flags.

That being said, Tabitha couldn’t really argue with results. She looked again at herself in the full-length mirror, whose frame resembled a monster’s massive maw like it was choking down the glass. Gone was the shawl, robe, and belt of witchery unguents, salves, and pouches. Now, she was dressed in an elaborate, flowing garment of black, one that left her midriff bare as well as her forearms. The fabric cradled her breasts, lifting them up, and felt more like a bra than anything. Her skirt was practically a loincloth, and swished teasingly between her thighs and against her rump. Her hair hung loose and wild, and her eyes had been darkened suggestively with shadow.

And there was more to come. Moira had been conducting gremlins into the large dressing room all afternoon, bringing chests of clothes and entire wardrobes from other parts of the castle. Mannequins dotted the space here and there, and the gremlins squeaked and eeked animatedly as they sorted through clothes under Moira’s watchful yellow eyes.

Despite her reservations, Tabitha did have to admit she looked sexy. Not beautiful like a princess or some dainty maiden, but suggestive. Dark. Something different from lovely, but also appealing. As she turned this way and that, her cheeks warm, she found she didn’t… hate it.

“Niiiiice,” Bitsy said, stroking her chin as her eyes ran admiringly up and down the witch. “Real nice. What do you think, Moira?”

“Grimly ravishing,” the maid said expressionlessly. “It reminds me of Mistress Mortasha, the witch queen, who ruled Grimmwald with vile sorcery. They called her the Widow Queen, for though she spent her nights with many lovers, none lived to see the day.”

“And they kept coming?” Tabitha asked skeptically.

“Indeed,” Moira confirmed. “It was said that one night was utterly worth it. In fact, many of those garments were from her wardrobe.”

“She sounds fun,” Bitsy said hungrily. “We have her autobiography in the library?”

“Most assuredly,” Moira confirmed. “As well as some racier volumes she wrote about certain positions, flexible exercises, and guides on knots and whips.”

“Sounds like I’ve found my evening reading!” Bitsy cackled, rubbing her hands greedily.

Tabitha said, nothing, looking at herself in the mirror once more. She swayed again, watching as the strips of fabric swished between her legs. Her breasts bounce most… boobily. “And you’re sure girls will like this?” she asked.

Bitsy snorted. “Girls? Who cares about them?”

Tabitha looked back at the other woman. “What?” she said. “But… you said…”

“I know what I said,” Bitsy said with a dismissive flick of her hand. “And trust me, you don’t need girls to look at you and say, ‘that’s what I wanna look like.’ What you want is for men to look at you, absolutely drool over you, and be willing to do anything just to catch another eyeful! That the high status stuff. If girls think that dressing like that will make them feel powerful, sexy, and able to do whatever they want, then they’ll run over hot coals to get a piece of it!”

Tabitha looked at herself in the mirror again. “And they will?” she asked.

“Girl,” Bitsy scoffed. “You look ready to tempt a preacher from the pulpit and ride him in front of the congregation! Every man who sees you in something like this is going to be absolutely drooling over you.”

“You think so?” Tabitha asked, the idea not… entirely unappealing. She ran her hands over herself admiringly. She always knew she was beautiful, but sexy? It hadn’t ever really occurred to her.

“I know it! But we can do more witchy stuff. Maybe get rid of that pointy hat…”

“No,” Tabitha said firmly, scowling at herself in the mirror. “The hat stays on.”

“Really?” Bitsy said.

“It should,” Moira confirmed, drifting into the room with yet more clothes she added to a pile. “The hat is how you know she is a witch. Without it, she is just a woman in black and eyeshadow. People will recognize the hat, and know her for what she is.”

Bitsy sighed, shaking her head and gazing at the ceiling. “Fine. Fine. I guess we could make it work. Lean into some of the more traditional witch imagery. Throw some more raven feathers in there. We got a cloak made out of raven feathers?” Bitsy asked Moira.

“Of course,” the maid said. “We have cloaks made from feathers, animal pelts, skins, hides, scales, dragon, metal, chainmail, and a number of components which defy logic and reality.”

Bitsy giggled in delight, throwing her arms up and spinning in place. “Goddamn but I love this place!” she cried.

Tabitha hid a smile, though she very much agreed. There was just something about Grimmwald. It had such presence and aura. A feeling of place and power and darkness. Everything about it spoke to her senses of its magic. It made her want to brew potions by storm light, concoct schemes, and curse fine young maidens with various cruel fates.

And if Maxim was telling the truth, she’d have plenty of opportunity for all of it. Ah, Maxim Volt. Her mind went back to the lord of the castle fondly. A man of his word. And with such an interesting aura. Something tinged grey and growing darker. Firm in belief, cause, yet more lurking in there, waiting to claw out. She licked her lips. Maybe this marriage thing wasn’t entirely out of the running…

“Are you ready for the practicing of the rituals?” Moira asked, gliding up beside the witch and holding the black tome. “Perhaps it will help you decide on which outfit feels appropriate.”

“Oh,” Tabitha said, startled from her revery. “Certainly. That should help,” she said, picking it up. As she took it she shivered, her palms tingling and her breath catching as she held the book. “Oh,” she whispered, holding the black tome. “It’s…”

“Indeed,” Moira said with a knowing nod.

Tabitha met the maid’s yellow gaze. Again she felt that shiver of the strange, her senses quivering at the nearness of the other woman. There was something truly potent about Moira. Something similar to the aura of the castle itself. In fact, unless Tabitha was standing right in front of the maid, she couldn’t even sense her. It was as if she was a part of the entire place. A tendril of the shadow cast by the castle.

The sensation was quietly thrilling for the young witch, but she turned away quickly, unable to face the potent presence of the maid for too long without feeling like she was sinking into a black morass.

“Something up?” Bitsy asked.

Tabitha shook it off. “No, no. Just… amazed at where I am now,” she said, looking about the gloomy chamber, where moth-eaten curtains hung raggedly about the windows, sheets draped wardrobes and vanities, and mirrors stood on seemingly every wall. “I never dreamed I’d be in the castle. Or becoming, well…”

“A drop-dead sexy witch?” Bitsy prompted gleefully.

Tabitha flushed. “That too,” she admitted.

“I’m sure witches used to be like this,” Bitsy said, gesturing at Tabitha. “They couldn’t always have been wrinkled crones.”

“They weren’t,” Tabitha admitted. “But no one talks about those very often.”

“They would not,” Moira put in. “Youth is fleeting, and memories short. Should the crone be all anyone knows and fears, then that is what they will remember.”

“I suppose so,” Tabitha said as she opened the black book and began leafing through to her chosen passage.

“Bitsy?” she heard Moira murmur. “It is just about time for…”

“Oh! Right!” Bitsy gasped and suddenly appeared in front of Tabitha again, shoving a cloak of raven feathers into the arms of the startled witch. “Listen, me and Moira gotta go! Sparky needs a hand getting the hammer thing for the ceremony. You gonna be okay here until we get back?”

“Er, yes. Yes, I should be,” Tabitha said as she was nearly buried under the dark cloak.

“Beauty! Keep fiddling with the outfit. Remember, we want sexy. Grim! Eeeevil! Maybe try on those big horns there. And we’ll be back soon. So don’t forget to practice, practice, practice! Come on, spooky!”

“Of course,” Moira demurred, gliding after Bitsy and out of the room.

Tabitha watched them go, then turned about with a grunt and unloaded her armful of cloak onto the floor, loose feathers gusting up. She looked again into the tome, her finger running along the words written in it.

“Eeek?”

She turned her head in surprise to find the gremlins still there, gathered around her in an attentive circle.

“Um…” she murmured.

Red eyes looked down to the book the back to her.

“Oh,” she said. “You’d ah, like to listen to me read?”

“Eek! Eek ek eek!”

“Well,” she said, nervously brushing some of her hair back, her cheeks pinking, “if you don’t mind, I suppose I could use an audience...”

“Eek! Eek eek!”

Hiding her smile and a giggle behind her hand, Tabitha cleared her throat and skimmed down the page to the first passage.

“Hark!” she cried, holding out her hand. “Hark, and listen! Tremble ye foes! Quaver ye enemies of the family! For the Master of Grimmwald comes!”

“Eeeeek,” came the awestuck breath, Tabitha’s audience watching raptly. Tabitha smiled, her confidence buoyed.

Maybe she could pull this off after all…


Ch. 15 Garden Parties

Maxim took in the twisted metal of the gate to the conservatory with foreboding. The glass was tinted, and beyond he could just make out the grim, shadowy outline of foliage like a window into the dark heart of Africa. His sisters, he knew, would probably have loved it.

He was… less enthused.

“So this is where they kept the Grimmbell hammer?” he asked aloud. “Why?”

“To keep it safe, my lord,” Moira said.

“Safe?”

The maid nodded. “Indeed, master. Your family has amassed a most impressive collection of foliage from all across the world. We have samples from the darkest heart of Africa, the deepest realms of South America, and even flowers that are otherwise extinct. Your ancestor, Conquessa Bludheim, had a great affection for the world’s flora. She traveled the world amassing them and tending to them in the conservatory, being the first woman to visit the Gardens of the Paradise, owned by the Hashishin of Afghanistan and living to tell the tale, returning with the Orchid of the Unspeakable.”

“Let me guess,” Maxim said. “It’s poisonous.”

“Oh no, master.”

“Really?”

“Of course not. Instead, its pollen awakens a sense of unspeakable ecstasy and pleasure. One that drives the imbiber to do anything for another taste. Conquessa used it in her efforts to seduce the then Winter Czar and his court, turning them upon each other in an orgy of violence that decimated the Boyar nobility.”

“Ah,” Maxim said. “Sounds about right.”

“Ooooh. Is it still in there?” Bitsy asked excitedly.

Moira nodded. “As far as I know.”

Maxim looked in surprise at the maid. “You mean you don’t?”

Moira grimaced. “Forgive me, my lord. But I do not. I cannot get too close to the hammer.”

“You can’t?”

“No, master. It repels me.”

Maxim lifted an eyebrow with interest. “But you know it’s in there?”

“Oh yes, master,” she said. “There are only two places within the castle I cannot enter. The Bell Tower, and wherever the hammer is kept.”

“Interesting,” Maxim mused, filing that information away for later.

“But that arousing flower should still be in there, right?” Bitsy asked excitedly.

“Indeed,” Moira said. “Conquessa was meticulous in gathering her samples. As a result, she was also most effective at creating new hybrids and poisons. Some of her flowers could cause a man’s flesh to peel off at just a touch, to say nothing of her work on preserving the Yateveo Man-Eating tree, the Mexican Boxing Juniper, and the Whomping Willows. She also created her own hybrids. Immense, carnivorous plants that relish the taste of human flesh, digesting its victims with its sap over the course of a decade.”

“And they’re all in there, is that right?” Maxim asked, nodding at the doors.

“Indeed, master. And many more besides. Which is why the hammer of the Grimmbell was stored within. It wouldn’t do to let it be stolen, and there are few places as secure as the conservatory.”

“What about the crypts?” Maxim asked.

“Secure for certain, master,” Moira answered at once, her expression growing stoic and carefully blank. “But nothing which descends to those depths ever returns.”

He gave her a measuring glance. “I see. So they chose to hide it among the countless deadly plants?”

“Indeed, master. Though the gardens have been a bit… neglected in the last few decades. Your uncle never had much interest in them. And I’m afraid the gardeners kept becoming fertilizer.”

“Charming,” Maxim sighed.

“Sounds like fun! Let’s do it,” Bitsy chimed as she grabbed the handles and heaved the doors open with a great groaning creak.

Maxim winced as a humid heat rolled out from the conservatory like he’d just been slapped with a wet rag. He squinted as he peered inside. A riot of greenery met him, spilling from planters and pots in a sea of leaves, bushes, and vines. Roots crawled out of beds and across the floor, while blooms speckled the room with splashes of colour. The air itself was steamy, distorting the flashes and booms of lightning that scoured the great glass dome and walls.

“Lovely,” Maxim sighed as he took a wary step into the literal jungle awaiting him beyond.

“Ugh,” Bitsy complained as she followed, peering about the foliage. “It’s sweltering in here!”

Maxim unfortunately had to agree. The heat beat down on them oppressively. He wiped the sweat already beading his forehead and peered about, but the sheer riot of the foliage made it impossible to see too far. “Look at this place,” he said in amazement. “Completely overgrown!”

“I did mention that, master,” Moira said from the doorway. “The conservatory was once far more ordered.”

“A long time ago, I dare say,” Maxim grunted. “Do you remember where the hammer was?” he asked.

“Of course, master,” she said, pointing deeper into the room. “It’s in the center of the area, atop the fountain.”

“Fountain?”

“Yes, master. You’ll recognize it at once. It’s topped by a sculpture of Lord Coran, the first master of Grimmwald. The story goes that he forged the castle in a single night, defeating the priest kings who formerly inhabited the valley, vanquishing the dark god they worshipped before he married all of their daughters, forging the family who took control of the Grimm Valley to this day. His conquests in both the field and bedroom bore fruit in several royal houses in the surrounding countryside as well.”

“Interesting,” Maxim said as he peered ahead with little success. The foliage was so thick it’d take an army with machetes a month to clear it.

Fortunately, he had something even better.

“Bitsy?” he called.

She glanced up at him. “Yeah?”

He nodded at the foliage. “You may fire when ready.”

Bitsy blinked at him. Then, her expression split open with manic glee. “Oh Sparky!” she cried, swinging her death ray up, grasping the barrel as it hummed to life. “I! Fucking! Love! Youuuuuu!”

He stepped back as Bitsy lined her shot up along the overgrown path. With a beep the ray’s barrel lit up fully and she pulled the trigger.

The blast of ionizing energy seared across the chamber, steam hissing as the humid air vaporized in an instant. A burning stench hit Maxim as he blinked away the spots in his eyes, finally managing to make out the result.

Which had been dramatic, to say the least.

A hole had been punched cleanly through the jungle, embers fluttering down, though not many. The heat had been so concentrated and great that there weren’t even ashes, only scorched edges of the greenery that had stood before them. And those that remained shrank back with a shudder.

“Excellent work, Bitsy,” Maxim noted, lifting his hands and framing the hole with his fingers. “It’s even perfectly symmetrical.”

“Well, you know, Sparky,” Bitsy said smugly as she hefted the weapon. “I am an artist at heart. Shall we?” she asked, nudging her weapon forward.

“With pleasure,” Maxim replied, starting off down the path, Bitsy moving with him.

“Good luck, master!” Moira called, her voice fading as they delved deeper into the conservatory.

Bitsy’s blast had cleared along the path, but only so far, and soon enough they came across another mass of overgrowth blocking the way. Once more, Bitsy was eager to resolve this with another firing of her death ray, scorching more of the greenery in a flash, clearing more of the path.

As they moved in, Maxim kept his eyes trained on the foliage, wanting to be ready for anything. Now and then creepers moved, hissing like snakes as they drew back from the crackling flames of their ruined brethren.

“How are you for ammunition?” Maxim asked her.

Bitsy ejected a spent canister with a hiss and slammed home another one from her belt. “More than enough.”

He nodded and continued on.

Another blast of the death ray blew a hole through the greenery, unveiling a new sight. A large open space awaited them, sunlight dappling from a dome overhead, and all around it grew absolutely sprawling foliage and a number of immense bulbs.

Vines and roots stretched from the vegetation and dipped into the base of what appeared to be a large, elaborate fountain. It rose from the middle of the floor, water arching from the mouths and breasts of several stone women best described as ‘Rubenesque’, all gathered about the foot of a heavily muscled, flatteringly sculpted male figure holding aloft a great black hammer. The man was not wearing a fig leaf. In fact, Maxim doubted there was one big enough to suffice.

“Goddam,” Bitsy said, staring in awe at the male figure atop the fountain, her eyes particularly lingering on the crotch. “That guy’s fit as hell!”

“That he is,” Maxim said.

Bitsy nudged him playfully. “Makes you think, huh?” she asked slyly.

“No. No it does not,” he replied stonily.

“Uh oh, you jealous, Sparky?”

“Certainly not! Can we just… Look, is that the hammer?” Maxim asked.

“Looks like it,” Bitsy said.

“Fantastic. Then, would you mind clearing the last of the foliage around it?”

“Want me to blast the statue too?” she asked.

“No. I don't want to risk damaging the hammer.”

“You got it, Sparky,” Bitsy said, cracking open her death ray with a hiss as she dug into her pouch for another canister of ammunition. “One sauteed and seared platter of destruction, coming up! Just give me a second to eeep!”

The shriek had Maxim whip around to see Bitsy wrenched off her feet and into the air by a vine like a tentacle. “Bitsy!” he shouted.

“Shit! Shit! Shiiiiit!” Bitsy squealed, kicking uselessly as she was hoisted into the air, her death ray dangling off her by the strap. All around the fountain the greenery rustled, the bulbs that Maxim had noticed before tilting forward, opening like huge maws, gleaming with drooling sap like thick saliva.

Maxim felt alarm tingle in his arms and legs. He recognized the plant in an instant. It was an Audrey! A strange flower discovered in the Amazon, and very carnivorous. Many even had pollen with a potent hallucinogenic effect, its victims often breaking into song even as it ate them. “Bitsy! Hang on!” Maxim shouted, rushing forward, his cane crackling.

“I am! But Sparky, I’m whoops!”

Maxim watched in horror as the strap of Bitsy’s death ray slipped off her shoulder, the weapon plummeting into the Audrey’s maw.

“Aw fuck,” Bitsy groaned.

“Oh for the love of…” Maxim lifted his cane, taking careful aim as static crackled along the bulb.

Just as he was, more vines suddenly whipped up from the foliage. Thick as tree trunks, they swung at him, forcing him to dodge out of the way as they crashed into the floor, the tiled stone cracking under the impact.

“Hell’s teeth!” he swore.

“Sparky,” Bitsy yelped as she was dangled above one of the bulbs. “I’m… I’m… Ohhhh shiiiit!”

“Bitsy!” Maxim roared, but too late as she was dropped into the Audrey’s bulb, which snapped shut with a gulp. “Son of a whore!” Maxim snapped as he blasted another vine with his cane. “What else could go wrong here?”

There was a shattering of glass from the dome.

“Tally ho!”

“Oh no.” Maxim groaned. He looked up as Wesley slid down a rope, landing deftly on the statue atop the fountain. He straightened, striking a most heroic pose, one hand on his hip, the other holding the rope as he beamed down at the room at large.

“Aha!” he crowed, releasing the rope to swing up his sword. “I have you this time, villain! And if you expect to survive this, do not! For I have come to deliver you your righteous end, Maximilian Volt!”

“Dammit, Wesley, this is not a good time!” Maxim snapped, swinging his cane to ward away another lashing vine with a crackle of electricity.

“It is never a good time to face your maker, tyrant! But I will be merciful. Throw down your arms, and I shall give you a clean death.”

“Has that ever worked?” Maxim demanded shortly.

“Nay!” Wesley declared happily. “Now, have at-”

Maxim turned and blasted a bolt of lightning at Wesley, forcing the other man to flip backwards and off the statue, landing like a cat on his feet.

“Ha ha ha! So that’s how it is, eh? Then have a taste for yourself!” Wesley crowed before taking aim and firing a revolver.

Rounds zinged around Maxim, bullets hammering the foliage around him in explosive bursts. Maxim swore and dove behind one of the massive roots that humped out of the ground. Blast it. He didn’t have time for this!

“No use hiding, villain! You end is at hand!” Wesley shouted.

“Damn it all, Wesley!” Maxim snapped. “I’m trying to save your sister!”

“As am I! From your lecherous clutches.”

“No you moron! She was eaten by one of these plants!”

“Ha! Your lies only grow more absurd with your desperation, knave!”

The retort warned Maxim and he lifted his cane just in time to intercept Wesley’s sword as the hero bounded over the root and slashed down. Sword and cane clashed as Maxim backpedaled, Wesley pursuing, his sword licking out as Maxim frantically parried again. As the two weapons met Maxim’s cane crackled as he thumbed the trigger, only for the lightning to disperse against his enemy’s steel.

“What- oof!” Maxim grunted as Wesley punched him in the face.

“Fool!” the grinning hero declared as he brought up his blade. “Did you think the same trick would work twice? You’re not the only spark about, you know!”

Maxim staggered back and spat some blood out, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. Fury grit his teeth as he curled a lip. Rage bubbled in him that this… this moron would attack him? Thwart him? Try and kill him? Idiot. Fool! Why couldn’t he just listen? Why was everyone so damned stupid!

“Alright,” Maxim growled, hefting his cane. “Fine. Come on then!”

“Gladly! Tally hooooo!” Wesley declared, flourishing his blade before darting forward, sword flashing like a striking snake.

Maxim twisted out of the way, his cane whipping up and deflecting the blade with another crackle of lightning. He jerked sideways as another vine smashed down where he’d been a moment before. A second swung for Wesley, the hero ducking it, only to frantically raise his sword to deflect Maxim’s cane from caving his skull in. Wesley’s pistol snapped up, and Maxim kicked it out of his hand.

“Oho!” Wesley barked, darting back to regain his footing, Maxim pursuing, a nimbus of static surrounding the mad genius. “Well well! For a knave, you fight well!” Wesley shouted over the clash of steel as cane and sword met again.

“Don’t care,” Maxim grunted, teeth clenched in concentration. He was no novice when it came to dueling. His father had insisted he learn, but Maxim had spent more time in the lab than the fencing court, and Wesley hadn’t just learned the blade. He’d lived the damn thing.

Fortunately, Maxim wasn’t feeling like playing fair.

Maxim’s hand darted to his belt and drew a dagger. Wesley yelped and jerked back as the blade flashed for him, nicking his mustache, only for Maxim to toss the knife, catch it by the tip and throw it. The dagger flicked past Wesley’s face, scoring a cut on his cheek.

“Oh see here! Foul play!” Wesley shouted and swung for him again, only to pause, looking past Maxim with widening eyes. Surprised, Maxim glanced back.

And stared too.

The massive Audrey that had devoured Bitsy had swollen grotesquely. The bulb bulged, quivering like a boil ready to pop.

And then it did.

Like someone had packed a pumpkin full of dynamite the Audrey exploded, sending oozing sap and steaming chunks of plant splattering across the room. Maxim and Wesley staggered back, shielding themselves as best they could with their arms before lowering them in awe.

Bitsy panted on the ground, soaked to the skin in sap, her clothes half melted off and her hands clutching the death ray as it slowly died with a whine. Reaching up, she swiped some of the juices off her face with a gasp.

“Sparky! What the hell! Why didn’t you… you…” She trailed off on spotting Wesley, her face clouding with fury. “You!”

“Bitsy?” Wesley said blankly. “What were you doing in-”

“You!”

“Yes, it’s me,” Wesley said with growing confusion.

“YOU!”

For the first time Wesley looked unsure. Bitsy on the other hand did not. She looked furious. Beyond furious. Dripping with sap, all but naked, she rose to her feet and stabbed a finger at her brother.

“You absolute fucking idiot!”

“Me?” Wesley said in wonder.

“You! Yes! You, you fucking moron!” she snarled, crossing the floor with a slap of sappy feet. “What are you doing here? What are you fighting for? What the fuck are you wasting your time on! I was trapped in that thing! I was getting digested! And what did you do? You attacked Sparky! Sparky!”

“Now Bitsy, really now,” Wesley said, taking an uneasy step back. “In my defence, when he told me you were in there, I naturally suspected it was but a cunning plan to have me-”

“HE TOLD YOU!”

Bitsy was now an inch before her brother. She jabbed a finger into his chest, the electrodes in her hair spitting static. “He told you and you didn’t listen? Wesley, you are the stupidest fucking ‘hero’ I’ve ever met!” She grabbed the front of his shirt, yanking his stunned face down to eye level. “Now you listen and you listen good, Wesley Malevola! I am not your fucking damsel in distress. I do not need your fucking help. And I hate you!”

“Sister, really,” Wesley protested weakly, his arms raised but hovering, unsure what to do with them. “You’re being hysterical.”

Maxim winced. Oh. That was not going to help…

Bitsy literally shook with rage. “The fuck I am!” she snarled, grabbing her death ray and hoisting it, jabbing it into his stomach. “That is it. I am done with you! I am done with this! You-”

Maxim saw Wesley’s head snap up, his eyes widening. He suddenly grabbed Bitsy’s shoulders and flung the small woman aside.

Just before a vine swung like the boom of a ship and smashed into his chest.

Wesley went flying across the room and right into one of the greenhouse’s intact glass panels, shattering it with a crash. But Maxim had no time for that. For the surviving Audreys were swaying, making an eerie keening sound as their vines twisted and lashed in agony, their dead brother hanging loosely from their foliage like a burst zit.

Maxim cursed, dancing back as another vine smashed into the floor, cracking stone and tiles. He found himself near Bitsy, who had hauled herself back to her feet, expression absolutely murderous. “And I really!” Bitsy screamed as she hefted her ray at the plant, barrel humming as she slammed a new fuel cell into it. “Really! Fucking! Hate! Youuu!”

The ray roared as she fired, her finger furiously squeezing the trigger, ignoring the protesting whine of cooldown. Blasts of molten heat punched through the air and ate whole chunks out of the writhing Audreys. Again and again she fired, her teeth grit and eye blazing, sap and chunks of cooked plant raining down or catching fire.

Finally, the ray whined, dying, the barrel half melted from the sheer heat of firing so fast and so much. Maxim stared in dumb shock at the Audreys. Well, what was left of them. Little more than cooked gobbets of plant sloughed off the broader foliage, plopping to the floor in soggy messes. Several fires now crackled merrily among them.

There came a hiss from above, and then the sprinklers turned on.

Water plinked off Maxim like rain as he and Bitsy stood in the middle of the room, the smaller woman heaving with rage. Maxim finally cleared his throat. “Well,” he said. “That was…”

“Shut up and kiss me,” Bitsy snarled, grabbing the front of his coat and yanking him down, kissing him with a heat that rivaled the one radiating from her death ray.

For a moment Maxim could only freeze up in shock, but the frantic, furious press of those lips and the emotion behind them was infectious. He returned her kiss, sweeping Bitsy into his arms and deepening it passionately. Bitsy moaned, her slim frame trembling against him as if she were feeding all the fury of that moment into their locked lips. Her arms wrapped around him, clutched his back desperately as they pressed together in the downpour and smoke of the battle.

Finally, gasping, Bitsy broke the kiss, her cheeks flushed, still dripping with sap and water, her slender chest heaving.

“There,” she gasped. “Now get that… that fucking hammer, and let’s get out of here so you… you can fucking hammer me!”

And unlike some people, Maxim wisely didn’t try and argue.


Ch. 16 Wetworked

One of Delia’s first lessons as a spy was there’s always a trail.

Even if someone wished it would disappear, it was always there, and she had clues enough to get the start. Though she hated to admit it, the Grand Chromium company’s trains were useful for that. Anyone who came into Burdenga these days came via the rail line or, more rarely, on a barge. So if one wished to find someone, you simply started there.

Yet, Delia was angry. She should have caught this earlier. How had she missed it? She’d nipped a dozen conspiracies in the bud since Maxim had killed Chrome. So how had she missed an egocentric hero who felt the need to trumpet his appearance, and a scheming princess spark sneaking monsters into town? It was unconscionable. Absurd!

And a bit embarrassing, truth be told.

All of which brought her to the riverfront. An epicenter of smuggling, which was normally tolerated to a degree. And even encouraged to undercut Chrome when the industrialist had been around. Now, however, Delia was beginning to understand that it had been a mistake to let the smugglers have such a loose leash.

Something she was currently fixing, with the help of some goons.

“So let me get this straight,” Delia said conversationally to the man cowering in the barrel. “You accepted pay to transport a large amount of scientific equipment into town, paid off by a woman with cat ears. You loaded these supplies up, careful not to let anyone see, and let them be driven off out of town on some wagons that were not returned. Is that right?”

“Y-yes!” Gorm ‘The Pirate’ Ruber whimpered. “Exactly! I don’t know where they went after they got driven outta town! I swear!”

“And you didn’t think,” Delia asked as more cement was poured into the barrel by a hulking goon, “to inform me when this was being done? When all these supplies were being brought in and, quite clearly, not to serve the Master?”

“I… I didn’t think,” Gorm whimpered as some cement slopped off his head. He tried to rise out of the bucket. “Please, my lady! You have to believe me!”

“Oh, I do,” Delia said, lifting her foot, her heeled shoe pressing into Gorm’s head and shoving him back down into the sloshing cement. “Believe me, I do. Clearly you didn’t think. Because if you had, you’d have known that no one in all of Burdenga should ever - ever - even think of betraying the master.”

“Please!” Gorm whimpered.

Delia gave him a contemptuous look. The whimpering wretch was a far cry from the man who she met fifteen minutes ago in the small warehouse by the river. Of course, that was back when he had a full crew behind him, all heavily armed.

And now? Well…

Delia glanced around the warehouse. Bodies lay strewn here and there, most currently being dragged into the river to float away by burly men in loose working clothes. She almost felt bad about how thoroughly she’d destroyed the paltry smuggling operation. It had been downright too easy for her hired help to sneak in while she kept Gorm occupied with flatteries and pleasantries. Right up until she’d shot his nearest bodyguards, and the goons had burst upon the survivors in a quick and brutal orgy of violence. It had been almost excessive.

But then, examples needed to be made. The town was hers to control for the master. Ensure that it ran like clockwork and no menace arose in its borders. A task she’d clearly neglected.

Well, not anymore.

“Fine,” she said, looking back down to Gorm. “Now tell me, Gorm, who arranged it?”

“Wh-who?”

“Yes,” Delia said, leaning in, her foot pushing Gorm up to his neck in the cement, his swollen and terrified eye peeking past her shoe. “There must have been someone in town who arranged this. Someone who hired you and made sure these deliveries were orchestrated. No newcomer would know how the seedy underbelly of Grimmwald worked. Who to talk to. How to keep it under wraps. The Lady Beatrix would have needed an insider to find someone as worthless as you. So who was it?”

“I… I don’t… remember!”

“Try,” Delia said, pressing down a bit harder until it was up to his chin. “Try very, very hard.”

“R-really, mistress!” Gorm whimpered. “I don’t know! I remember the meeting! We… we met in a small tavern two blocks down! The Alchemist’s Wife! But I don’t know who it was! I just… I just remember a pair of eyes. Like rubies they were! And a voice talking to me, explaining everything and how it’d all go!”

“So that’s all it took to get you to betray the master?” Delia asked sharply. “A pair of pretty eyes and a lovely voice?”

“W-well, there was money too…”

“Of course there was,” Delia said, scoffing. “Anything else you’d like to share?” she asked.

“That’s all I know! I swear!”

Delia’s eyes searched his face, and after a moment she nodded and lifted her foot. “Very well,” she said. “I believe you.”

Gorm’s head bobbed a bit out of the cement. “Y-you do?”

“I do.” She looked to the nearby goon. “Seal the barrel.”

“Yes’m,” the hulking man said, slamming the lid over Gorm’s head.

Listening to Gorm’s muffled screams, Delia wondered if maybe she was a bit of a hypocrite. She understood, as she hammered shut the lid with some nails and kicked the barrel into the river, that this was somewhat how Chrome had dealt with her father, and that she was doing it for similar purposes. She didn’t pretend she was more moral than Chrome. But she served a master. A much better master than Chrome could ever have been.

Again, she mused as she watched the barrel bob once, twice, then never rise again, this didn’t make her better. Delia understood this. But that was the one good part about having spent so much of her formative years among amoral bloodsucking monsters. She learned not to particularly care. Chrome had to die because he’d been abusing her people, land, and killed her father. That she had just condemned someone’s son, lover, and possibly yes, father to a terrible death didn’t concern her. She would do what she had to.

Because she served the Master.

Delia smiled fondly, thinking of Maxim. She was loyal to her home, and the master of the castle was as integral a part of that as the trees, the buildings, and the people. Maxim formed a vital node in the existence of the Grimm valley. Why, if there hadn’t been a master in the castle, Grimmwald just wouldn’t be Grimmald. Having a master in the castle was what made her home special. Wonderful.

And she would do anything to protect it.

But she frowned, folding her arms and squinting at the misty river through her monocle as more bodies were dumped into the water. Gorm’s claim about who employed him bothered her. Something about it felt… off. Wrong in a subtle way. The smuggler only remembered a voice and eyes? Unlikely. No one managed to smuggle if they didn’t have an excellent memory, even if the rest of their brain was more pickled than Norwegian herring.

Something was amiss in her town.

Something beyond the odd monster.

“Moxy?” she asked, looking to the towering goon. “What time is it?”

Moxy checked his pocket watch. “It’s… seven past four.”

“Seven? Drat,” she cursed. “I’m late! I’m to show Maxim about the cheese vault.”

“You go on ahead, miss,” Moxy said, grinning as he beat a meaty fist into a palm. “We’ll finish cleanin’ up here, then meet you later. Ow’s dat sound?”

Delia sighed in relief and patted the man on the thickly muscled arm. “You’re a lifesaver, Moxy. Thank you.”

“Cor. Anything for tha master.”

Delia smiled, hurrying out of the suffocating gloom of the wharves.

Yes.

Anything and everything for the master…


Ch. 17 Cheesed to Meet You

To Maxim’s eye, the Burdenga Cheese Vault was less a bank or dairy and more a fortress.

It sat in the east end of the city, looming in a solid mass of brickwork, tower, and industry. Fronted by arches topped with triangular roofings, it was surrounded with a solid looking wall whose top was affixed with humming tesla coils, which spat electricity between them. Far more effective than a row of spikes, in Maxim’s opinion. Guards in very stern looking black uniforms stood at the gate, their expressions brokering no amusement or merriment at all. All of which telegraphed that the Vault was a place of severe seriousness. That there was no happiness or absurdity within this house of cheese.

Provided one ignored the wedge of a hat the Dairy Queen wore when he came out to meet Maxim and Delia.

“My lord, welcome, welcome!” the man said, ushering them past the guards, whose beady eyes tracked the trio as they ascended the steps leading to the entrance. “What a pleasure it is to see you both. And let me just say that it is a delight to welcome you, my lord, to our vault.”

“Yes. You said you had a few things to show me?” Maxim said.

“Very much so, my lord,” the Dairy Queen replied, his voice echoing as they stepped into the coolness of the bank’s main floor. It reminded Maxim strongly of Grimmwald, with the arches holding up the ceiling and sober, echoing silence, but where Grimmwald was positively threaded and crammed with antiquity, age, and often torture devices, the bank was quite… hollow. There was barely a thing to be seen in the room save the suited tellers at the back, who frowned behind their cages like irate penguins, while people cringed up to the windows like supplicants for alms.

One of them, however, wasn’t waiting in the lines. Instead, as they entered, she bustled up towards them, all smiles.

And fangs.

“Klaus!” the vampire giggled, hugging the Dairy Queen fondly. “There you are! I was wondering where you’d wandered off to. Naughty boy!”

The Dairy Queen flushed and cleared his throat. “Ah, Maggie. I’m with… guests.”

“Oh of course!” Maggie cooed, her eyes flicking over Maxim and Delia. “Mustn’t keep my Klaus-ie wausie all tied up! That’s for tonight,” she purred, a finger stroking along his jawline as she leaned in and kissed his neck.

Coughing, the Dairy Queen flushed, a dim smile flashing across his face. “Of course, my dear. Until then…”

“Until then,” Maggie echoed, her arms sliding off him before she slipped away, gliding through the bank and out of sight.

Maxim intently watched her go. He leaned in towards Delia. “Is it common for a man to have a vampire courtesan attending to him?” he asked in an undertone.

“I… suppose it is,” Delia said, looking puzzled. “All of the guild masters and important citizens are known to frequent the vamp houses.”

“And there’s no concerns about that?” Maxim asked.

Delia was silent, but a thoughtful frown creased her brow, and she adjusted her monocle fretfully.

“You see,” the Dairy Queen began, pulling Maxim’s attention back, “we were dearly looking forward to serving at your pleasure, your lordship. As I’m sure you’re aware. The cheesemongers and masters of Grimmwald have always gotten on well, and we are most eager to continue that tradition.”

“That surprises me,” Maxim observed. “I’d heard the lords of Grimmwald tended to be a bit… prickly.”

“Only to the uninitiated, my lord,” the Dairy Queen said, the tip of his royal sceptre clacking off the floor as they walked, the echoes losing themselves in the empty vastness of the main room. He led them into the back of the bank, through a small door and behind the tellers. “But we bankers know the value of a well-regulated society. A realm where we are but servants to the mighty. For it is not our money we hold, my lord, but a sacred trust with our patrons.”

“In the form of money,” Maxim noted.

“Naturally, my lord. And what could be more sacred than that?”

“True enough,” Maxim agreed as they passed through another heavy iron door. “Though you do profit by it too.”

“For a service, my lord,” the Dairy Queen quickly agreed. “We are but servants. But yes. We do hold certain investments. We may be the hands that hold the purse, but not the purse strings, you understand. We own nothing but the clothes on our backs. Everything that is ours belongs to our clients. And we are always eager to discover new ways to earn them a premium. In fact, we’ve recently begun expanding our portfolio into real estate.”

“Really?”

“Yes, we see great growth possibilities in cottage cheese.”

Maxim began a polite laugh, but it instantly died at the seriousness on the banker’s face as he guided them into the cage of an elevator, a clerk outside dragging shut the bars of the door. “You’re serious?” Maxim asked.

“My lord,” the Dairy Queen said, grabbing the elevator handle and giving it a pull, “nothing is more serious than money.”

With a rattle the elevator began to descend into the depths of the earth.

“You see,” the Dairy Queen continued over the mechanical clanking, “gold has had a good run. A fine run. But cheese is the most important economic tool underpinning a nation's economy. Every great body understands the power of dairy. It is why mere currency is referred to as cheddar. It is the most sacred of cows. In fact, it is why cows are worshipped in India to this day. A state of affairs others should emulate, in my humble opinion. It is why we are revered!”

“We?” Maxim asked.

“By which I mean cows,” he amended quickly.

“Mhmm,” Maxim mused, eying the banker’s ‘fake’ horns.

“Cheese, you see, is the most secure form of currency,” the Dairy Queen resumed as the elevator banged to a halt, the cage yanked open and admitting them to a bald, cement hall. Several security cogs like towering men of iron with heads of bulls and hands of automatic weapons whirred to life, then hummed back to stillness when the Dairy Queen flashed a badge. “It holds its value as well as gold, its value only increases with age, and unlike precious metals, it is edible. Often with a pleasant nutty flavour. As the good Lord said, blessed are the cheesemakers, for they shall inherit the earth.”

Though fairly sure ‘cheesemakers’ weren’t mentioned in the good book, Maxim let it pass. “What about the lactose intolerant?” he instead asked.

“They are the weak, and their genes punish them for it,” the Dairy Queen sniped. “Regardless,” he continued more conversationally. “Our cheese’s value is a safe and effective way for individuals to invest their money to grow, beyond the reach of outside forces.”

“Aside from the cheese rotting,” Maxim said.

“Won’t happen,” the Dairy Queen assured him with an encompassing gesture at the massive iron doors they passed. “Our vaults are temperature controlled, buried deep in the earth, and both safe and secure against any attempt at attack. We are the protectors of parmesan, and anyone who would dare try and take it pays with their lives.”

“How… interesting,” Maxim said diplomatically.

“Thank you, my lord. In fact, we secure your own cheese here as well.”

“I have cheese?”

“Oh yes. The masters of the castle have frequently entrusted us to invest their gains from plunder and conquest, and also provide us with the security and safety we need in order to operate. Yes,” the Dairy Queen said proudly. “Your ancestors have long understood the importance of a well stocked dairy vault. They hold considerable parmesan stock, while also occasionally branching into mozzarella, though they’ve been reluctant to enter the softer cheese markets, owing to their volatility. But the Cheesemonger’s Guild has been very effective at investing their proceeds, and I am pleased to report that the castle’s finances are in excellent shape!”

“And apparently in cheese,” Maxim said.

“Precisely,” the Dairy Queen confirmed. “It’s also an excellent means of trade. Grimm Cheese holds its value well against the German Limberger, the Swiss Gruyere, and the Turkish Tulum. The only way the market may crash would be if, as certain scientists theorize, the moon is in fact made of cheese. And even then, only if one manages to reach it to harvest it.”

“Not too likely,” Maxim observed.

“Not necessarily, my lord. We at the bank have been investing quite heavily in certain sparks seeking to reach the moon one day. And we’ve been making grand strides in unrealized whey.”

“What? Potential cheese?”

“Quite so. It’s all quite technical and involves the solvency of the bull markets.”

“You make cheese with, er, bull milk?”

“Oh no, my lord.”

“Ah, good.”

“Now a bear market on the other hand…”

Resisting the urge to massage his temples, Maxim instead turned his gaze about the shelves upon shelves of cheese wheels which surrounded them. It was a staggering idea that he was this rich in the whey of curds. He wasn’t too versed in markets like this. He was, tragically, still of the mindset that money tended to clink. Though, he could appreciate that he could taste the value of the vault. It did add a certain realism to the idea of money, and a new meaning to eating one’s losses.

“And this, my lord,” the Dairy Queen added with a grand gesture as they reached a huge, solid looking door, “is the final stop on our tour. Our culmination, and our celebration of your assuming the role of master of Grimmwald. It took some doing, but we believe we’ve diluted the essence of your rule and being down to the curd. Behold!” he declared as the vault door was heavily wheeled back by some banking cogs, revealing what lay beyond. “The Voltere!”

Maxim gave a surprised look at what awaited them. It was a small bare room with a number of shelves filled with golden wheels of cheese. One of them waited on a lonely table, along with a cheese knife thrust into it like a blunted Excalibur. A slice had been taken from the wheel, and its interior was curiously marbled. Jagged lines like lightning bolts patterning the interior.

“The Voletere?” Maxim asked as he eyed the cheese.

“Yes, my lord,” the Dairy Queen said as he strode inside imperiously. “Perfect for a tyrant!”

“You seem oddly keen for a tyrant,” Maxim said as he followed.

“Why wouldn’t we be?” the Dairy Queen said proudly. “It is ideal we have a strong, confident tyrant leading the Grimm Valley. It will thoroughly protect us.”

“Will it now?”

“Of course. Every tyrant needs a bank, my lord,” the Dairy Queen informed him, coming to a stop beside the table. “To fund your experiments, store your money, but above all, to provide the guarantee of security. We are an institution, and an institution can only survive based on the trust of the people. We must never exploit that trust, lest we lose the very foundation of our existence. Business and economics thrive on predictability. True, some say business thrives in chaos, but that is only for those looking to make quick profits. We are investors! And the best guarantee of investment is predictability.”

“Quite different from the Grand Chromium Company,” Maxim observed.

“But of course,” the Dairy Queen sniffed. “We are a bank! They are merchants. Players of risk. The last thing a bank wants is that, as we’re not playing with our own money, but our customer’s. A bank that loses its customer’s money is a poor one indeed.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Maxim agreed.

“Excellent, my lord. Now, would you care for a sample of the cheese?” the Dairy Queen asked, picking up the knife and holding it to the wheel. “It is most delectable, I assure you. With a pleasant zing and strong flavour.”

Taking up the knife Maxim glanced back at Delia, who nodded once. He shrugged, then sliced into the cheese, cutting himself a small wedge. Picking it up, he took a bite. He was surprised to find that the flavour was quite good. Sharp and with a peculiar zing he couldn’t quite place. “Garlic?” he asked the Dairy Queen.

“Yes! Most impressive, my lord. We used it along with a special blend of herbs and spices. We have already begun preparing a large order for delivery at the ceremony of the Grimmbell! Perfect as a gift to the visiting dignitaries. The ideal snack with little toothpicks in it, and paired with excellent wine, is sure to be a hit. The perfect prize to show the world that you have the backing of the Cheesemonger’s Guild, and the Grimm Bank.”

“Which is very much appreciated,” Maxim said, putting the cheese down. “Well then, I see no reason not to thank you and delightfully accept your gift to your new tyrant.”

“Our undisguised pleasure, my lord. Please! Take that wheel with you. An early gift before the others are delivered.”

“I think I might,” Maxim said, hefting the cheese wheel under his arm. He glanced at Delia. “Shall we?”

“Of course, my lord,” she demurred.


Ch. 18 Gooning Around

The Dairy Queen escorted them back through the bank and up the elevator, leaving them at the door before he bustled off to attend to his other appointments. Once out of sight of the bank, Maxim took a long look at the massive cheese wheel he’d been given. “A very strange place,” he said.

When Delia didn’t answer he glanced at his seneschal, whose brow was furrowed and eyes downcast with thought. “Delia?” he prompted.

She shook herself, looking up at him in surprise. “Sorry, my lord. What was that?”

He gave her a shrewd once over, noting her troubled expression. “You seemed a bit distracted in there. Any particular reason?”

“Oh. No, my lord. None. Nothing you need to worry about. I was merely… surprised to see that the Dairy Queen kept his lover so close at hand.”

“Is it that surprising?” Maxim asked. “I thought you had a spy network.”

“I do, my lord. But I didn’t recognize that vampire. I… suppose I always knew the Dairy Queen had a lover, but that she was a vampire escaped me. How was it missed? I cannot say. But I swear to you, my lord,” she pronounced earnestly, “I shall not let such an error repeat. I will get to the bottom of this.”

“Well… good. Pleased to hear it,” Maxim said, looking again at his cheese wheel as they threaded through the tight streets of Burdenga. “Well, I suppose we’re now set for cheese boards, anyway. But the rest of the party might need a bit more…”

Maxim abruptly stopped both walking and talking, as a group of large, solid looking men stepped out of the alleyway in front of them. They filled out their dishevelled coats with either muscle or fat, and their heads were almost uniformly pugnacious. Large, hairy hands hung at their sides, some of them carrying truncheons, pieces of pipe, or other simple but lethal looking tools.

In short, they looked like the sorts of people you didn’t want to run across on a lonely street just like the one enclosing Maxim and Delia.

Maxim’s hand flexed on his cane, and he caught Delia surreptitiously relaxing her arms, no doubt deploying some hidden weapon she kept. “Can I help you gentlemen?” Maxim asked levelly.

One of the men shouldered his way to the front. Bigger than even the rest, his clothes looked even more dishevelled and upended than usual, with a loose, heavy coat and a slumped cap. Both of which looked heavily coated with ash. He carried himself with the ponderous heaviness that suggested he was used to throwing his considerable weight around, which he did now as he swaggered up to Maxim and stopped.

“Ah,” Maxim heard Delia say. “About time.”

He glanced at her, puzzled. “It is?”

“Of course,” Delia said happily as she adjusted her monocle and gestured to the large man. “My lord? May I introduce Moxy Beccenwal, leader of the Guild of Goons.”

Moxy grinned, took off his hat, and bowed.

“At your service, m’lord,” the goon said, straightening and putting his flat hat back on. “Leader and official goon. At yet service.”

Maxim stared at him. “Sorry, an official goon?”

“Oh yes, sir,” Moxy said, nodding eagerly and gestured at the other toughs behind him. “We’z be th’ local Guild a Registered Goons. Got a card ‘nd everthing. ‘Ere! Take a look.”

Maxim took the card proffered by the hulking man and read it over. The lettering was quite crude, but it did indeed have the man’s name on it, as well as the words ‘Goon for All Occasions’ written under it.

“I see,” Maxim said as he peeked again at the grinning Moxy, which also showed the man was missing several teeth. “This is your job?”

“Trained since I was a wee nipper, m’lord,” Moxy declared proudly. “Proper family business it is. Me old dad trained me in the proper art of gooning right good. Need a man ta dig up graves? I’m it. Gotta need for a large fellow ta stand around, menacin’ like? Look no further! Had years of experience, m’lord. And be proud ta put it ta work ‘fer you’z. Why, me old dad did hard work goonin’ fer your great uncle. Dad still has his old fake hump hung over the mantle he does. Damn proud of it!”

“Your father had a fake hump?”

Moxy shifted on his feet. “Weeeeell, you know how it is, m’lord. Market changed, and just being a regular bruiser goon weren’t enuff no more. Didn’t sport the right look we didn’t. Hunchbacks were very big back in dad’s day. Ever since that fellow up in Paris, every decent henchman needed a proper hump. Set you apart from the pack, as they say. If’n you didn’t ‘ave a hump, you weren’t gettin’ a job. Simple as.”

“Terrible,” Maxim said.

A meaty hand waved it off. “Aw, weren’t so bad. There was a trend fer dwarfs fer a bit. Grandad had ta get tha saw out fer that one. Half the man he used to be, but still put food on the table, once they lowered it.”

“Er, right,” Maxim said. “I’m not much in need of hunchbacks or dwarfs…”

“Aha!” Moxy interrupted, holding up a finger thicker than a sausage. “But I wager yer in the lookin’ fer a decent goon. Eh?” he asked with a wag of eyebrows like two hairy caterpillars were writhing on his forehead. “Every tyrant does need a bit a goonin’ now ‘nd then. And I dare say we’re your men. A decent gang a goons is just what a man needs to deal with certain things, eh? Eh?”

“I…”

Maxim trailed off, for Moxy did raise an interesting point. Chrome had kept much of Burdenga crushed under his thumb through the judicious use of not only money, but also through his gang of thugs, the Butcher Boys. And though Maxim didn’t have a specific need or interest in terrorizing Burdenga (as it seemed the town was more than happy for a healthy bit of despotism), having a group of large, strong men willing and happy to hurt people could be useful about town. At least, until he engineered some monsters.

“I suppose there could be some work for you,” Maxim mused, glancing over at Delia.

“Absolutely, my lord,” she informed him proudly. “I’d be glad to have them in a more official capacity.”

“Splendid,” Maxim said, turning his attention back to the goons before him. “Then, I’d be delighted to hire you gentlemen.”

Moxy positively glowed. Or, at least, he would, were his face not copiously covered in soot. “We’re right honoured we is, m’lord. Right honoured! We’ll make you proud a our goonin’, [1]no question!”

“Glad to hear it,” Maxim informed him.

“And ah,” Moxy added, shifting a bit. “If it ain’t too much trouble, m’lord. Usually us goons get a bit a somethin’ extra for our employment to a master.”

“What?” Maxim asked. “Bonus pay?”

“Oh no, no, m’lord,” Moxy said quickly, waving his massive hands. “Not at all, m’lord. But uh, see, we’s usually get a bit of a signifier sort a thing. Metal hands. Goggles. Maybe some tusks or somefin’ ta really mark us out as yours.”

“I… see. And did you have something in mind?”

Moxy endeavoured to look casual. “Well, m’lord, you’s may ‘ave noticed I’m currently lackin’ a few teeth. Right? So, I was hopin’, if’n it ain’t too much trouble, that maybe I could get somethin’ ta help that out a bit? Maybe some metal or the like.”

“You want metal teeth?” Maxim asked.

“It’s not really for me, unnerstand,” Moxy quickly said. “It’s for the missus. She’s been lookin’ forward ta seeing me as a proper goon for th’ master of the castle. Real classy lady she is. Right stark traditionalist! Won’t have nothin’ less than me workin’ for tha new master, ‘nd havin’ some metal teeth would really ‘elp me eat ‘er meat pies. She always makes it fer me fer some celebratin’. Crust c’n be a bit tough when she gets through with it, but damn good all the same! Meal made with love is a meal worth eatin’, in my opinion.”

“I’ll… see what I can do,” Maxim said.

Moxy grabbed Maxim’s hand and enthusiastically pumped it. “That’s swell, m’lord. Real swell! You won’t regret this you won’t. Me ‘nd the boys are gonna do fer you some real good goon work we will!”

“Er, yes. Lovely. Wonderful to hear,” Maxim said, jarred. “Glad we could…”

He trailed off, his eyes looking over Moxy’s shoulder at the wall. There was something about it which caught his attention. His eyes narrowed as the bricks distorted faintly, shimmering. What…

Realization struck him in a flash. “Move!” he roared, whipping up his cane and trigging it.

Moxy jerked aside as a bolt of lightning surged from Maxim’s cane, spitting across the alley. The thing on the brick wall leaped free before the bolt could hit it, bowling over several startled goons as it did.

Maxim turned with it, his cane swinging to keep the thing in sight even as the shimmer of hues faded away, revealing a monstrous form. It was something like a cross between a reptile and an eel, with a long lashing tail like a whip and a maw filled with crocodilian teeth. Gauges pockmarked its hide and claws gripped gaps in the stone.

“What the…” Moxy breathed.

“Chimera,” Maxim said, hefting his cane and aiming at it again. “I have a betrothed. It’s a whole thing. One moment.”

Maxim pressed the trigger, and with a crackle another burst of lightning scored the air. It crashed into the monstrous hybrid with a blaze of light.

The creature howled, but not in pain. It almost sounded like… laughter? Then Maxim saw the dials across its body quiver, and the lightning was sucked away into the creature’s body.

“Eh?” Maxim said blankly, lowering his cane and inch. “What…”

The chimera hissed, grinning its row of dangerous teeth. Something blue flickered in its eyes and glowed from its maw. Maxim’s eyebrows shot up as the creature’s mouth opened wide, revealing a crackling light in its throat.

“Down!” Maxim roared, throwing himself flat as the chimera spat a gout of lightning like some electric dragon. The blaze of light ripped across the stonework of a nearby building, scouring a black mark across the bricks before it died.

Maxim turned his head in shock, then looked back at the monster. “Well,” he gasped. “So much for the cane…”

Delia said nothing, but whipped up her arms, pistols in hand. She opened fire, rounds banging across the alley and into the chimera’s hide. The creature snarled, twisting out of the barrage before it scurried along the wall of the alley, its body fading out of sight with another shimmer.

Maxim rose back to his feet, cane still in hand as he turned wildly, trying to track the monster. He narrowed his eyes, looking for another hint of refracting light. It must have been a chameleon crossed with perhaps something crocodilian. Or an electric eel. And built specifically to counter him. He was both amazed and flattered Beatrix had put such thought into a creation made to kill him.

“Where is it?” Delia demanded, her guns aimed at the walls as she turned slowly in place.

“Not sure. But…” An idea suddenly struck him. He raised his cane, thumb cranking up the charge. “Everyone! Get back!”

The commanding note of his voice had the intended effect, and as one the thugs and even Delia hastily backed away. Maxim took a quick glance around, then slammed the butt of his cane on the ground.

Arcs of lightning spat from the point, crawling like blue fingers all over the alley, only to zero in almost instantly, rushing up one of the walls. The charge buzzed, limning the outline of the monster in its phosphorescent glow like some reptilian will-o-the-wisp. The monster hissed furiously, thwarted, and again lunged at Maxim.

He jumped back, forewarned this time, and it struck the ground. But even as it landed the monster of science whipped around. Its tail slammed into Maxim, wrapping around his arms securely.

“Gn!” the spark grunted, heaved into the air as the horror glanced back, smirking in triumph before it lunged for the mouth of the alley.

“It’s got tha master! Rush ‘em, lads!”

The chimera shrieked as almost a dozen huge men hurled themselves on its back, dragging it to a halt. The creature spat, struggling, but the sheer weight and strength of the goons held it down.

Yet even then it proved powerful and heaved up, trying to dislodge those who sought to hold it, inching forward once more for the exit. And in time, it may well have reached it.

But then Moxy came up, carrying a massive chunk of paving stone. He raised it over his head. “You do not! Touch! Tha master!” he boomed, and slammed the stone down.

Maxim winced at the crunching splatter as the stone caved in the monster’s skull and brains. Its body crackled, shuddered, and then lay still.

Breathing hard, Moxy lifted the stone and looked down at the mangled head of the monster with evident satisfaction. He gave himself a nod, then turned back to Maxim, beaming. “There we go! Not bad, eh?”

“Er, no. Well done,” Maxim said as he wriggled out of the grasp of its now limp tail.

Moxy beamed. “Thank ‘e, m’lord. Me old grandad used ta say, a good goon knows that if’n things ‘r goin’ bad enough, just smackin’ tha problem with somethin’ big ‘nd hard usually solves it.”

“Wise man,” Maxim agreed. “And you wanted some new teeth, was it?”

“If’n it ain’t too much trouble, m’lord,” he said.

“No. No, I don’t think it will be at all. On one condition.”

“Name it, m’lord.”

“You help me get that,” he said, nodding at the corpse, “back to my car.”

A grin split Moxy’s face, revealing the direness of his dental situation. “Surely can, m’lord. Surely can.”


Ch. 19 Love and Lobotomies

Beatrix knew something important about herself.

She was brilliant.

Naturally, there was an element of arrogance in that, but truth as well. Her daddy was not a man who gave compliments lightly, and he’d always praised her creatures. He could see her genius. He could appreciate her vital work in the crafting of cuddly monsters who were perfect for snuggling and disemboweling intruders. Her flying monkeys were the envy of every spark who dared put needle to pigeon and orangutan. Her octosharks threatened every shore from the Mediterranean to the Rhine. She knew she was brilliant. Her daddy knew it. The world knew it.

And yet he insisted she marry.

Beatrix had difficulty wrapping her head around this. It was almost as if he thought she needed a man. Like she needed someone to keep an eye on her. Like she was unstable or something, which was naturally absurd. And had anyone suggested otherwise she’d have fed them to her six-foot tall, four-hundred-pound carnivorous rabbits! All of this led Beatrix to one inescapable conclusion.

Daddy was easily fooled.

Oh, he was smart of course. An amazing spark to be sure. The best she’d ever known. A shrewd politician. A masterful general. Yet when it came to the Lotharios of the world, he was easily taken in. Duped by rakes and charlatans. He was so desperate to make her a match, he was willing to entertain suave but sneaky men. He somehow just couldn’t see through them.

This saddened her immensely. She did love her daddy, but this failing of his reared itself very inconveniently. Couldn’t he see those men he brought in to woo her were only after a wealthy dowry? Were only looking to scheme into the family so they could swindle him? They didn’t want her. They wanted the Aris name, and all the benefits it would bring.

Yet for some reason, it was daddy’s one blind spot. But she’d not let her father be taken in. She would kill all those bastards that dared to think she was an easy mark. Just another blushing maiden who would fall for a man with a deep chest, a twinkle in the eye, and a staff that blazed with lightning. A man well muscled and refined. A man with a rakish smile and impressive science. A man with strong arms that could sweep her off her feet, press his lips to hers and… and…

“Dammit!” she snapped, throwing down her scalpel as her cheeks flamed. “Stupid! Idiot!”

“Rrr?” the monster on the surgery table said, four eyes turning her way.

“Oh, no. Not you,” she said, petting the horror’s head. “No no. Not you, sweet thing. You go back to sleep now.”

“Rrrr…” the monster groaned, head falling back as she pressed the gas mask back over its face.

Yes, Beatrix seethed as she watched her latest creation fall unconscious once more. All these rakes, muttonmongers and womanizers were always looking for some angle. Some way to get her hand and so become the heir to daddy’s fortunes and lands. But she’d not be fooled. And true, Maximilian Volt had been the longest to survive thus far, but what of it? She’d get him yet.

“Bastard,” she seethed as she returned to the scalpel and forceps. “Only desiring me for my body. But I am Beatrix Aris! Mistress of monsters! And I am a modern, daring woman and need no man!”

“So true, mistress.”

“Zava!” she cried eagerly, rounding as the catgirl slipped through the doors of the lab with a silent tread. “There you are! Finally. Well? Is he dead? Did my delightful creature succeed? Did my darling Electro Gecko kill him? Capture him? Is he here? Tell me everything!”

“Well, mistress,” Zava said slyly as she stepped across the lab. “Our contact in Burdenga has told me that your monster did find him. And that its electric resistance worked splendidly. His cane was utterly useless.”

“And then it caught him! Ha ha!” Beatrix cackled, twirling in delight. “I knew it!”

“It did, mistress,” Zava said. “And then it got its head caved in with a rock.”

Beatrix stopped twirling and stared at her maid. “...A rock?”

“Yes, mistress. Apparently your monster’s one great weakness was large rocks to the brain. Who’d have guessed.”

Beatrix trembled. “Dammit!” she raged, shaking her fists at the heavens, vats boiling as if in answer to her fury. “Damn him! A rock? A ROCK! He killed my brilliant, gorgeous, splendid creature with a rock? How dare he! He couldn’t do something more impressive? More skilled? It’s one thing not to get captured, but to kill my precious creation with a rock? How dare he insult me like this!”

“Yes, mistress,” Zava said sweetly. “He no doubt killed it with a big rock entirely to spite you.”

“I knew it!”

Beatrix cursed again, kicking at a large machine, which only managed to stub her toe and infuriate her further.

“You know, mistress,” Zava said as her mistress continued to curse and rub her foot. “These rants seem a bit wasted, don’t you think?”

“Wasted?” Zava snarled, rounding on her maid. “Wasted!”

“Not to say your wild verbiage is not an utter delight, mistress,” Zava put in smoothly. “But that’s just it. You’re wasting all your best material like this. Not that I don’t appreciate it of course, mistress. I can never get enough of your ravings. They’re an utter delight. Works of poetry.”

“Wha- really? You think so?” Beatrix asked, mollified and a bit flattered.

“Of course, mistress. Your lunatic raging are music to my feline ears. Which is why it’s simply criminal that the object of your wrath can’t appreciate it.”

“And what’s your solution to that?” Beatrix asked sarcastically. “Invite him in? Perhaps I should pay him a personal visit? Disguise myself as a beggar woman, offer him an apple like some cliche crone and infiltrate his home so I can shout at him?”

“A brilliant idea, mistress,” Zava said. “But I was thinking something somewhat more literary. A letter.”

“A letter?”

“Oh yes,” Zava said. “A letter that can be delivered to him to read and appreciate your utter contempt and rage at him. To express the potent powers of your imagination and rapier wit!”

“Oh. Well…” Beatrix said uncertainly. “I suppose I could. My tutors did always praise my grasp of language.”

“As well they should, mistress. And I would even deliver it so I could bring back a first-hand account of his reaction.”

“What!” Beatrix squawked. “But… but, what if he took you hostage? Tortured you? I couldn’t risk that.”

“Please, mistress,” Zava said dismissively. “By all accounts this lord of Grimmwald considers himself a noble soul. No doubt for some nefarious purpose, which only someone as clever as yourself could divine.”

“That’s true,” Beatrix hummed thoughtfully. “Likely he would send you back just to insult me further.”

“A brilliant deduction, mistress,” Zava purred as she sidled nearer, producing a pen and sheaf of paper. “Shall we?”

Beatrix took the items from her maid, studying them. She had the strangest feeling she was missing something in this conversation, but the thought of being able to properly rant at the object of her obsession was too good to pass up. And what if he wrote a reply? Perhaps cursed her for her brilliant and dangerous designs of her monsters? Lamented how close they’d come to ending him? Marveled at her brilliance and cross stitch.

Beatrix began to smile. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes!” she cried, exultantly sweeping a work table clear before hunching over the paper, scribbling furiously. “I’ll tell him off. I’ll tell him what I really think of him! And you’ll bring back his reply. Tell me everything he says, won’t you, Zava?”

“Of course, mistress,” Zava demurred, smiling indulgently as her mistress scribbled away. “I live to serve.”


Ch. 20 Surgical Precision

The reptilian monster had been laid out on the slab of Grimmwald’s surgery with all the quiet honour of something about to be dissected, which was a bit more dignified than what you got at the local embalmers, who were notorious jokers. Maxim had heard the funerary guild really had to crack down after a few unwise jack-in-the-box pranks got out of hand. Shockingly, the bereaved rarely found it hilarious when grandmama was launched into the back row during the wake.

It hadn’t been hard getting the body inside. Once Maxim had returned to the castle with it, the gremlins had been more than eager to ferry it in, fairly fighting each other for the opportunity to be of service and, Maxim rather suspected, a chance to steal a few nibbles on the way. He’d also dispatched Moira to find Bitsy and ask her to join him in the surgery. Delia hadn’t come with him on the trip back to the castle.

“I have some… business that needs attending,” she’d told him, looking troubled.

“Anything I should know about?” he’d asked.

“Not yet, my lord,” she informed him gravely. “I will take care of it.” Her eyes had wandered to the corpse. “You have trouble enough to deal with.”

He hadn’t argued the issue. He’d been anxious to get back to the castle and get to work.

And now he stood in one of Grimmwald’s many surgeries, gremlins jockeying for seating in the auditorium overlooking the slab. A set of bright lamps had been rigged up on cranks descending from the ceiling, the fluorescent glare of their bulbs trained on the corpse, causing bloodied scales to shimmer. Maxim himself had changed into a rubber apron, and had arrays of gleaming tools on trays gathered about him as he checked over the corpse.

“Remarkable,” he said, tapping one of the dials embedded in the creature. “It really is quite incredible work.”

“You think so?” Bitsy asked as she sidled closer.

“Oh yes,” Maxim said, resuming his poking around the monster. “Look! Look here. No stitching at all. Why, I think she grew this creature around the mechanical array. Incredible! But how? Perhaps some guided evolution? Or maybe even some new grafting technique? And the thing’s electrical absorption ability… not to mention the seamless fusion of flesh and machinery. It’s genius, Bitsy. Genius! Truly incredible.”

“Oh. How… nice.”

“Yes! It is. Wait,” Maxim said, shaking out of his scientific rapture and giving Bitsy a closer look. “Are you alright?”

“Me?” Bitsy said, breaking into a sunny smile. “Sure am, Sparky. Just great! Couldn’t be better.”

“Only, you don’t seem very enthused about this absolute treasure of scientific creation.”

“Oh,” Bitsy said cheerily. “I’m just tickled pink, Sparky!”

Maxim stared at her for a moment in dawning realization. “Bitsy?” he said with wonder. “Are you… jealous?”

“J-jealous?” Bitsy cried, fairly vibrating with surprise, her hairpins spitting sparks. “Jealous of what? Some hoity toity noble girl prancing around, siccing some monster on you? Ha! I mean, it’s not like you’re singing her praises while I’m right here, being all hot and available.”

“You are jealous,” Maxim said in amazement.

Bitsy flushed, her face scrunching up and her teeth nibbling her lower lip. “Well… maybe a little.”

“Why?”

“I mean, it’s just…” Bitsy flopped her arms in exasperation. “You’re paying this bitch all this attention.”

“She is trying to kill me.”

“I know!” Bitsy cried, throwing her hands in the air. “You and her have that whole will they won’t they thing going on.”

“Will they won’t they what? Stab each other?”

“Exactly! That’s unbelievably hot. Sexual tension like crazy! Plus, there’s the chance for hate sex. The hottest of sex!”

“Bitsy,” Maxim said patiently. “I feel we’re overlooking the fact she is trying to murder me!”

“What?” she huffed. “So if I started stalking you with a knife you’d look at me more? Because I do have a bunch of them. And I can stalk like nobody’s business.”

Maxim put down his surgical tools, albeit out of Bitsy’s reach. He was pretty sure she was joking, but Maxim had grown up with sisters, and knew better than to tempt fate. “You think I’m ignoring you in favour of her?”

“No! No no no,” Bitsy said, waving her arms. “Not at all. No… Maybe.”

“Why? Because I find her work interesting?”

Bitsy gnawed on her lower lip, her fingers fidgeting and knotting in front of her. “I mean… well, Sparky, it’s just… I don’t have, you know, that kind of skill. Right? I can’t make monsters with shoe string and electricity. I can’t engineer a machine that eats towns and shits bricks. I’ve made peace with that. I’m just an assistant. Right? I can only help you out. I can’t, you know, connect with you on the level of warping nature’s laws beyond throwing some switches.”

“You didn’t feel this way about Delia and Katarina,” he noted.

She scoffed. “Them? Are you kidding? No contest. I mean, yeah, they’re fun, but not in this way. Science was always our thing. And now you got some girl who you’re supposed to marry horning in on my territory. The quirky, cute, mad science thing was what we had. It’s not fair. That’s all I’m saying.”

Nodding slowly, Maxim considered his response. He knew Bitsy well by now, and jealousy had never really been her style, mainly because she was right. There was no woman Maxim had ever met who had such a rich blend of delight, scientific appreciation, and hedonistic depravity, all wrapped in a cuddly package. She was like a feral cat that hated anyone but him, which while cute, was a bit dangerous. He’d seen what Bitsy did to people she didn’t like. It was not pretty, even if she had been while doing it. The sight of a short, perky young woman brutally beating up a man in lederhosen with a piece of pipe, all the while with a smile on her face and a song in her heart, had helped Maxim realize he really did love her.

“Bitsy,” Maxim said, resting his hand on her head and rubbing her fondly. “You don’t have any reason to be jealous.”

“I know that,” she muttered poutingly, even as she leaned in to his touch. “But still…”

“I know,” he fondly assured her, arms moving about her and pulling her close with a squeak of rubber gloves and aprons. “And I understand your worry. But believe me, Bitsy, no one could replace you.”

Bitsy peeked at him from through her violet hair. “You mean it, Sparky?”

“Absolutely. I mean, how could anyone bring your brand of quirky sadism to bear? Who could act as my mad assistant, eagerly pushing me towards greater cruelty? Where could I possibly find a woman of such amoral, eager character who is so shamelessly aroused by improper use of lab tools?”

“Well,” Bitsy giggled. “I do have some fun ideas for beakers...”

He nodded. “That you do. So though I understand your concerns, I assure you, you’re never going to be replaced. You are one of a kind, Bitsy. They broke the mold when they made you.”

“Damn right,” Bitsy cackled, the electrodes in her hair sparking. She flung her arms around Maxim, squeezing him and nuzzling his chest affectionately. “Mmm. Thanks, Sparky. You’re the best madman a gal could ask for.”

“And you’re the best assistant. Now, how about we juice this thing’s frontal lobe and see what happens?”

“Hell yes!” Bitsy cheered. “Now we’re talking!”

“Good. Hand me that bone saw.”

“With pleasure!”

One that Maxim shared. He hefted the saw, revving the motor with a most satisfying hum of blades. He grinned eagerly and inched forward towards the monster’s skull.

“Master?”

Maxim jolted, the saw blade screeching sparks as it slashed the metal table. He looked up and over his shoulder to find Moira hovering behind him.

“Moira?” he gasped. “What… what is it?”

The maid bowed smoothly. “Master. I have come to inform you that a woman has arrived at the gate wishing to speak with you.”

“Oh for the love of… Who is it now? The local astronomy guild looking to give me Cancer?”

“No, master. She has introduced herself as messenger in the service of Beatrix Aris.”

All thought of surgery were immediately gone. “She did?” Maxim asked intently.

“Indeed, master. She claims to bear a message from her mistress to you. Shall we receive her?”

Maxim’s first instinct was refusal, suspecting another ploy by his mad betrothed. Then he thought about it for a moment, and realized that it could be useful to see her in person. If only to try and send a message back, but also to try and discern just what the madwoman he was supposed to marry was about.

“No,” he said, shutting off the buzzing saw. “Invite her in. Have her wait in the main hall; I’ll receive her there.”

“Eeeeeek…” groaned the gremlins in disappointment from their perches.

“Wise, master,” Moira said with a slight bow. “Your family has always been eager to receive messengers from their enemies.”

“They have?”

“Oh yes, master. It is well known that only minions that have displeased their masters most thoroughly are sent to deliver a missive to Grimmwald. Your family has found innumerable interesting ways to send their replies back, be it by carving it into the flesh of the messenger, turning them into a living bomb, and once by sending back the poor fool as the main course of a sumptuous dinner.”

Maxim grimaced. “Well, I don’t intend to do it quite like that.”

“So you intend to kill them and mount their head on a spike over the gates? A classic, master.”

“I’m not doing that either!”

“Yeah!” Bitsy said eagerly. “Sparky can do much worse.”

“Indeed,” Moira agreed, nodding. “So he intends on keeping a trophy, then. It is true that the Hall of Heads could use some more additions, though it has been a bit cramped since your great great grand uncle Korne went on a beheading spree. His skull throne was the envy of every Mongol warlord in the land.”[2]

“Why the hell did he… No,” Maxim amended. “You know what? No. I won’t even get started on that. And I won’t be beheading anyone.”

“Ah, then you-”

“No,” Maxim said firmly as he put down the saw. “Whatever deranged torture of messengers you were about to suggest, I won’t be doing. My family may have delighted in murdering random people and torturing them for sport, but I do not.”

“I wouldn’t dream of suggesting you do it for sport, master.”

“Good.”

“Now, for your personal amusement and sexual gratification…”

Maxim pinched his brow. “Just… just let her into the main hall. I’ll be down shortly.”

“At once, master,” Moira said, drifting away with a bow. The door opened as she neared and closed behind her.

“Girl knows how to make an exit,” Bitsy noted with approval.

Maxim sighed as he took off his rubber apron. “That she does,” he sighed. “Now come on. Time to meet the messenger.”


Ch. 21 Message Received

After changing into some more formal attire (no reason not to make a good impression, in his view), Maxim and Bitsy arrived in the main hall in short order. The room glowed from the lights of the electric chandelier suspended overhead, and a number of gremlins were lurking among the rafters, cracks in the walls, and gaps between the cabling, glaring at the newcomer to the castle and enemy of their master. Moira was already there, standing near the messenger from Beatrix, and when Maxim saw just who it was he gave a start.

“You?” he said in surprise as the stitched maid turned his way, amusement plain on Zava’s multicoloured face.

“Me,” Zava said, bowing. “The humble servant of Lady Beatrix Aris. A pleasure to meet you again.”

“Likewise, I suppose,” he said suspiciously, scrutinizing the homunculus closely. “So, your mistress sent you to deliver a message, then?”

“Yes, Lord Volt,” she said, producing a letter she opened. “My mistress has asked me to bring you this statement of her utter loathing of you.”

“Oh.”

Zava cleared her throat. “To Maximilian Volt,” she began in a formal tone. “Though you may have survived my latest creature, you will not survive the next that I will deliver unto you. Your death will be brutal and terrible. Your demise preordained. My delight will be in your torture. Before I am done, I will see you stripped naked and bound in my family dungeons, helpless and meek. I will see you crawling before me, flayed and bleeding. The sound of your screams shall rock me to sleep each night. You will beg me for the release of death and I will deny you. Your lips will kiss my feet for even a moment of mercy and there will be none. Your blood will fill my larders. My hate for you is more potent than the finest wine. I hate you with every breath. Hate you. Hate you hate you hate you hate you hate you.”

Zava took a breath.

“Hate you hate you hate you hate you hate you.

“Sincerely, Lady Beatrix Aris, Princess of the House of Aris.

“PS,” Zava continued, turning over the page. “I hate you.”

Zava closed the letter and gave Maxim an expectant look.

“...Ah,” Maxim said.

Bitsy gave a low whistle. “Damn. She’s got it baaaaaad.”

“Indeed,” Moira sighed, shaking her head. “But unsurprising. The women of House Aris remain hopeless romantics.”

“Romantic?” Maxim demanded with an incredulous gesture at the letter. “How on earth is that romantic? She all but declared she wanted to strip me naked and beat me with a flail!”

Moira nodded sympathetically. “Indeed, master. I must compliment her on her passion. The sires of House Aris have long had problems expressing their emotional wants save with violence. I recall your great great great great aunt, Bellavia Borscht, was courted by Vladamir Aris. He illuminated love letters to her on the hills by setting her people on fire while tied to posts.”

Maxim gave her a horrified look. “That’s awful!”

“Indeed, master. Especially since his cursive was terrible. Practically unintelligible. Plus, Bellavia was being courted by the Count of Crummel. The ensuing war between her two suitors was most energetic, albeit it depopulated much of the countryside. But your family often inspires intense emotions.”

Maxim groaned.

“Shall you be sending a reply?” Zava asked sweetly.

Maxim considered that hard. “...I don’t suppose asking her to stop trying to kill me is an option?” he posed.

Zava shrugged. “It couldn’t hurt.”

Maxim wasn’t so sure of that, but figured he may as well try. Especially seeing as it may be his best chance of heading off the marital menace. He paced for a moment, rubbing his forehead with thought. Finally, he turned back around. “Bitsy?”

“Mhm?”

“Take this down.”

“Oh, sure!” Bitsy said, pulling out a letter and fetching a pen from one of her pockets.

Maxim cleared his throat, lining up the words in his mind.

“Dear Lady Aris,” he began, pacing as he spoke, the scratch of the pen a constant background noise. “Thank you for the… thoughtful letter. Your words have certainly carried the depth of your emotion. As such, I believe that it would be fruitful for the two of us to speak in person and discuss the matter of our upcoming marriage. I believe too that we may come to a more… mutually agreeable solution. Sincerely, Maximilian Volt.” He glanced over at Bitsy as the scratching of the pen stopped. “Did you get all that?”

“Mhmm,” Bitsy said, lifting the page and nibbling on the tip of her pen absently. “Yeah. Got it.”

“Let me see.”

“What?” she asked with a grin. “Don’t trust me?”

“It’s occurred to me.”

Bitsy snorted, but handed over the letter. Maxim took it and scanned the words quickly, and finding that there were no extra death threats or flirtatious comments added in, he nodded and handed the page back to the homunculus. “Here we are. Please deliver this to your mistress.”

“Of course,” Zava said, but something about her smirk made Maxim nervous. Nonetheless, he didn’t object as the strange maid tucked the letter away between her breasts. “I’ll deliver it straight to her hands.”

The emphasis made Maxim even more uneasy, but she had the paperwork. There was nothing more for him. “Well… good. See to it.”

“So long,” Zava said with a dip of a curtsy, her skirts swirling as she turned about and strode away.

As he watched her go, Maxim cursed his poor luck that Katerina wasn’t in the castle. It would have been a perfect opportunity for the werewolf to track the maid back to wherever it was his apparent betrothed was lurking. He wondered if other bachelors had these kinds of problems? Or if his sisters might face such insistence from their own suitors?

A sudden murderous anger at the idea swept over Maxim, his hands tightening into fists at his sides. If any man would dare threaten his sisters so, he would track them down, rip their spines out, and beat them to death with them! He’d rip off their heads, stick them in jars, and revive them, ensuring they could scream in terror for centuries to come! He’d make their ends things of legend. Tortures beyond compare!

“Sparky?”

“Hm?” Maxim shook the red-hazed fury from his mind and glanced back to Bitsy. “Yes?”

“I said,” the short woman said with a knowing smile, “do you think she’ll take your letter at face value?”

Maxim shrugged with a sigh. “I certainly hope so,” he said. “Because this is getting a little ridiculous, if I’m being honest.”

“You know you can be honest with me,” Bitsy said, sidling up beside him, her arms wrapping around him as she affectionately nuzzled him. “Mmm. And I have to say, Sparky, the thought of some girl being soooo obsessed with you she can’t help but try and kill you is incredibly sexy.”

“Incredibly annoying more like it,” he groused, though his arm did slide around Bitsy, tucking her against his side.

“Oh come on, Sparky,” she giggled with a knowing look. “Like it doesn’t get you a bit randy. Some poor madgirl so filled with these conflicting feelings. Her anger and affection so obvious. Her neeeed for you to bend her over and plow her like the bitch she is.”

“Bitsy, that’s hardly appropriate. Besides, she wants to kill me. And has tried. Repeatedly.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Bitsy crooned, her hands stroking his chest lovingly. “She wants you sooo bad, but she just can’t admit it. So she thinks she hates you. It’s the only solution she can think of.”

“She wants me on my knees! In chains. Tortured!”

“Duh,” Bitsy snorted. “C’mon, Sparky. You really think she’d imagine just anyone naked in her dungeon?”

“I think that might be wishful thinking on your part,” he observed.

“Not just mine,” Bitsy said with a knowing look, her hand ghosting over his crotch, her fingers playfully stroking his bulge. “Seems like the idea is maybe a bit tantalizing, huh Sparky?”

“Hardly,” Maxim said roughly, though Bitsy was certainly correct about his growing arousal. Though, he would put more credit for that on Bitsy’s lithely feminine body rubbing against him instead of the thought of a murderously confused young woman with access to lab equipment and mutated monsters.

“That right?” Bitsy giggled, rising onto the tips of her toes, her lashes fluttering and her smirk widening. “Then we better fix that little problem of yours, Sparky. Otherwise, people might get the wrong idea.”

“What people?” Maxim asked, even as his arm slid lower around Bitsy, her hand palming the plush softness of her rear. “The only ones here are you, me, and Moira.”

“And us with dozens of rooms still unexplored throughout the castle?” Bitsy giggled, grinding against him.

Maxim grunted, his hand on her ass tightening. “Are you attempting to seduce me?”

“Maaaaaybe,” Bitsy said as she rose on her tiptoes, her plush lips glistening with black lipstick, her eyes lidded with dark mascara.

God above, Maxim didn’t know a man alive who could have resisted that sight. And he was assuredly no exception. With a grunt he bent down, catching her chin, and delivered a hungry kiss to her soft lips.

“Mmmm,” Bitsy moaned, her eyes closing wantonly, her body quivering as she submitted eagerly to his kiss, her slender chest rubbing against him as her body curved in his hands.

He felt a pulse of pure lust throb through him, and Maxim knew that any other plans today would have to take a break. He seized her, swinging her around, dipping her in his arms.

Bitsy gasped into his lips, swooning in his grasp, her body quivering in desperate sensitivity, the electrodes pinning her hair sparking and humming as she daintily kicked her leg. The kiss broke, Maxim easing back, looking down at her, Bitsy’s parted lips panting, then curling up in a smile.

“Ohhh Sparky,” she sighed, her hands rubbing his chest through his coat. “Fuck me. Right now. Right here! Bend me over that table and just fucking nail me!”

“You’re a terrible influence on me,” he breathed hotly.

“And you love it,” Bitsy cooed, smirking.

She had him there, so Maxim merely kissed her again, pulling her up and out of her swoon.

He did not, however, begin right there. Instead, he scooped Bitsy up bridal style, causing her to squeak in surprise, then nuzzle against him as he hurried through the castle. He didn’t need to go far. He doubted he’d be able to go far with the way she was already pulling open his waistcoat.

He kicked open the door to what looked like one of the smaller labs. A greenish glow washed from several glass vats, shimmering off the walls. A huge metal work table sat in the middle of the room, and to there Maxim went, laying Bitsy out on it.

“Mmmm,” Bitsy giggled, wriggling beneath him. “Is this where we get spicy?”

“The thought had occurred to me,” Maxim growled, nipping at her neck, making her gasp and writhe.

“Ooooh, sounds like fun! Do me, my nefarious master. Fuck me right on the slab here!”

“Is that what you want?” Maxim demanded hotly. “Really?”

Bitsy giggled, biting her lower lip. “Well,” she panted. “If you… ah… wanted to chain up my arms first…”

“Oh?” Maxim said, his hands moving to hers. “You mean like… this?”

He yanked her arm up and locked it into one of the restraints above her. Bitsy gasped as he did the same to her other arm, sealing her in place.

“Oh noooo!” Bitsy moaned, wriggling against the tight confines, her blush deepening hotly. “I’m utterly at the mercy of the madman of Grimmwald! Whatever will you do to me? Will you… will you ravish me? Use me like some naughty slut?”

“I think I just might,” Maxim growled, grasping her lab coat and tearing it open.

Bitsy gasped, jolting at the force of it, her slim breasts quivering as he stripped away her bra, her thighs locking and rubbing together, the tight, rubbery fabric of her leggings shining in the greenish glow.

Maxim’s grin broadened. He leaned in, kissing the sensitive skin around her nipples, Bitsy squealing in delight as his hand moved to her crotch, palming it, his thumb pressing down and rubbing her pussy through the tight fabric of her underclothes.

“O-ohhhhh,” Bitsy moaned, panting, breath hitching as Maxim’s tongue flicked her budding nipples. “M-master!”

Maxim tried not to enjoy the way her plaintive moans made his manhood throb. He did, however, grasp the fabric which covered her mons and pulled it down, unveiling the slickness of her pussy, the tight fabric bunching around her ankles and locking them together.

“That’s right, Bitsy,” Maxim growled, his finger stroking her pussy, strumming it and making her keen and wriggle in delight. “I am your master. The sadistic madman who has you utterly at his mercy. And I am going to enjoy it.”

“Yesssss,” Bitsy gasped, struggling helplessly against her cuffs. Her legs kicked even as Maxim held her down with one hand, fingers continuing to strum her pussy. “Nnn! Fuck, master. That’s… that’s so bad. I waaaant it. Want it baaaad! Please. Oh fuck. Master, please! Do it. Fuck me! Ravish me! Make me scream!”

“You naughty girl,” Maxim growled, moving up her body, kissing her throat. Nipping the flesh and making Bitsy whimper in delight. “Do you really want that? Want me to fuck right on this cold table?”

“M-more than anything! Oh fuck, master. I want it so baaaad!”

“But I’m the cruel tyrant,” Maxim mused, his fingers teasing her nipples, pinching them, his ears filling with the needy whimpers and whines from his victim. “Which means the logical thing would be to leave you here. All tied up. Needy and unsatisfied and helpless.”

Delight, fear, and raw lust sparked in Bitsy’s eyes and voice. “You… you wouldn’t,” she gasped.

“Wouldn’t I?” Maxim hummed, sliding his finger out of her.

“Nooooo!” Bitsy whined, hips arching to try and keep him in her. “Master, pleeeeease!”

“Hmmm,” Maxim mused, his finger gliding around her pussy slowly. Tantalizingly. Making Bitsy quiver and whimper with need. “Well, you have been an obedient girl lately.”

“Uh huh. Uh huh!” Bitsy gasped, nodding desperately.

“And you have been working hard preparing for the Grimmbell ceremony,” he further observed, leaning up. “I suppose good behaviour should be rewarded.”

“Y-yeah! Exactly! It should!”

Maxim chuckled, his hand moving to his trousers. “Fair enough,” he said, undoing his belt.

He heard Bitsy’s breath catch as he brought out his cock and pressed the tip against her entrance. She groaned, arching beneath him, rubbing herself against the hardness of his erection. “Oh f-fuck. Sparky, it’s been so loooong!”

“No it hasn’t. Remember last night?”

“Long enough,” Bitsy giggled. “Oh fuck, master. I need it. I can’t get enough of it! Give it to me. Your damsel wants it!”

“I thought you weren’t a damsel in distress,” Maxim teased.

“I am! I’m in distress from not getting that cock. So pleeease, Sparky. End my suffering!”

“Well,” he laughed. “Since you begged so nicely.”

Then, kissing her hard, he pushed forward, and filled her.

Bitsy moaned into his mouth, her eyes rolling back, her inner walls clamping down deliciously on him. Maxim grunted as he drew back, pushed forward, slowly at first. Then faster. Faster. Rutting into her on the table at a rapidly quickening pace.

“Mm. Mmm! Mmmmm!” Bitsy cried into his mouth, her eyes lidded. Hot. Desperate as she took his thrusts, her body bucking, yet still trapped by her shackles and him. Her legs finally kicked the confining fabric that bound them off and swung up with shocking dexterity, wrapping around his waist and pulling him into her.

Maxim groaned, picking up the pace. Pounding into her with renewed vigour and passion. His hands roaming, stroking, teasing all the spots that made her keen and jolt with delight. Bitsy panted into his lips, her body writhing with the pleasure that burned through her. Electrified her. The electrodes pinning her hair spit and crackled. Her body rocked beneath him. Eager. Frantic. Desperate for more. Squeezing and quivering around his manhood with her need.

“Mmm! Oh Oh S-Sparky!” Bitsy gasped between hot presses of their lips. “I’m… ah… I’m so ffffucking close. So close! Don’t stop. You c-can’t stop! I need more. More! Oh Sparky! I’m… I’m… Ohhhhhhh!”

Bitsy wailed in pleasure as she hit her peak, body tightening with her orgasm. Maxim groaned as he felt her inner walls ripple and squeeze around his cock. He only managed a few more pumps before he too gave in, her name on his lips as he thrust forward a final time and, at last, gave her what she needed.

For a moment the pair remained that way, panting for breath, joined and pressed together under the green glow of the vats. Finally, Bitsy’s legs loosened around him, the slim woman’s head lolling back on the slab with a sated groan.

“Ohhhh Sparky,” Bitsy managed beneath him. “That was… that was amaaaazing.”

“That it was,” Maxim managed breathlessly. “But we’re not done yet.”

“N-no?” Bitsy gasped, her face lighting up with excitement.

“Oh no,” Maxim chuckled, tilting her face back towards him. “Not at all.”

He kissed her again, and as Bitsy moaned, pressing herself against him, he chuckled.

He truly was one lucky madman.


Ch. 22 Wolf Hunt

Katarina was getting close.

She rushed through the forest, every sense attuned to things out of the ordinary. Well, more out of the ordinary than usual. This was her territory. The primeval darkness and wild of the Carpathian woods and her pack’s domain.

But it was also the dumping grounds of the detritus of sparky experiments. When the angry mob burned down the castle, the monster grew a conscience and escaped, or maybe a mad genius grew bored and surreptitiously ditched their latest project, those abandoned experiments rarely joined civilization. People had certain reservations when the new neighbour had bolts growing from the neck or a few extra heads. Thus, such monsters, rejects, and freaks ended up in the wilds and forests. And though Grimmwald was a bit more lenient when it came to monsters hanging about, there were limits.

And having horrors that weren’t her mate’s in the woods were Katarina’s.

A low growl rumbled in her chest as she stalked among the trunks, her nose filling with the scent of the forest. Her forest, and therefore her mate’s forest.

And yet some bitch dared to intrude upon their territory.

Dared!

Katarina snarled and swiped her claws at a nearby tree, nearly felling it. How dare bitch do that! How dare she come to lands with filthy monsters. Only Maxim’s monsters should be allowed! Yet bitch came on their territory. Dared to brave her forests. Hers! Just the thought filled her with fury. With rage! When she found bitch, she’d show them what happened to invaders. Like best girl should.

And she was best girl.

The werewolf preened in pleasure at that thought, putting a bit of wiggle in her stride and wag to her tail. Yes. She was best girl. Bitsy might help Maxim out in lab, and Delia did little spying in the world at large, but Katarina was entrusted with forest! With the borders. She was given most important job! And the idea that some intruder would dare try sneak past her insulted her beyond measure. She was the alpha, dammit. And she would prove it!

She stopped in the middle of a clearing, her silver ear twitching to the sound of a distant howl rising over the woods. A clue? Her pack had found a clue?

She bared her teeth in pleasure.

Excellent.

She sprang into motion, racing through the trees like a streak of silver. Soon. Soon! Soon she would have something else to bring back to her mate. Another prize he could admire and praise her and tell her what a good girl she was. And then, brushings! She shivered, recalling the feel of the brush working through her fur. His gentle fingers undoing the tangles. Then her mind went back to when she ate the special apple. Ooooh, that had been so goood! Maybe he’d give her something special if she brought back a head? Or another body?

Her tongue lolled in excitement. She couldn’t wait! And then, of course, there would be fucking! Much fucking.

Just the thought spurred her on even faster, darting among the dark trunks until she found her way among several others of her pack. They did not speak. Words were not needed among the wyld folk when they wore their pelts. But she understood when one of the younger wolves nodded his head, and she followed him to the ledge and looked down from the crown of the hill.

The ruin was a familiar one to her, though she’d rarely thought much of it. The Grimm valley was littered with ruins and wreckages of past ages, broken cogs from old invasions, and villages who’d caught the masters of the castle in a bad mood. The one she looked down on was an extensive building, though largely falling to pieces. What had once been vineyards lay untended and overgrown about its feet. A monastery, its cloister was walled off and its steeple broken at its peak. Shadows hung about it, but as Katarina raised her nose and inhaled, she scented something more in the air. A familiar scent now that she’d hung about Maxim. The smell of ozone, formaldehyde, and metal. She bared her fangs in satisfaction.

Sparks.

She nodded at her pack, urging them to remain there while she investigated closer. Bounding down the slope, she stalked towards the monastery. The walls were crumbling things, falling in upon themselves, and she easily slipped over them, leaping deftly over and landing on the other side.

She inhaled, and the scents nearly overwhelmed her. The sick stench of fur, blood, and metal. The scent of beasts she didn’t recognize, and nature itself likely didn’t either.

There was a rustle from the shed she stood beside. Katarina froze and crouched low as the ground shook and a huge figure plodded past. It had long legs and arms nearly reaching the ground. Its form was massive and shaggy, the eyes atop its head glowing yellow in the dark like spotlights as it peered about. Katarina tensed, ready to attack.

But just as she was about to, the giant’s head swivelled sharply at the sound of rattling wheels. The giant plodded away and towards the front gate of the monastery, and as it did, Katarina saw many other shadows stir across the grounds. Abominable shapes that shifted, crawled, loped or slithered. Predators and monsters. Guardians of their creator.

Not time to strike, the werewolf realized. Even she would be pressed with so many enemies. She slunk back, keen eyes watching as the giant reached the gate, huge hands rising, grabbing the barred metal and heaving them open.

Lifting her head, Katarina’s golden eyes pierced the night to see what looked like a carriage roll into the courtyard and come to a halt. The door swung open and a woman descended from the cab, a pair of goggles masking her eyes. She pushed them back, revealing a stitched face and a pair of feline ears that flicked as she looked about the courtyard thoughtfully.

Cat! A low growl grumbled from Katarina’s throat, but she suppressed the urge to spring out and chase the catgirl across the grounds. As good as it would be to kill kitty, she had other things to worry about, and her eyes tracked the catgirl as she strolled up to the monastery’s front, accompanied by the giant. The catgirl gave a knock, and the doors cracked open, the looming shape of a gorilla with a white bear’s head, and wearing what looked like a double-breasted jacket and yellow scarf poking its head out.

“Hello, Rupert,” the catgirl said. “The mistress still up?”

“Uuup. Mistress uuuup,” the bear groaned.

“Wonderful.”

The bear stepped aside, the catgirl slipping past him. The bear glared out the doorway, then closed it again.

Katarina grinned, baring her fangs. Found them!

Before the other monsters could resume their posts, Katarina darted from cover, hurrying across the grounds and towards the cloister. A ruined wall provided her ramp, and she bounded up the fallen stone, springing onto the roof. With care she picked her way along it, keeping low, quiet. The stalk of the hunter. She followed the soft sounds of the catgirl’s feet underneath. Katarina glanced up, picking out the destination as the old chapel.

One which she now saw lights glowing faintly from within.

Katarina abandoned the catgirl and moved swiftly across the roof towards the main building. Smashed in windows spilled a greenish glow and the werewolf sprang onto one of the ledges, the mortar crumbling under her paws as she scrambled onto one of the upper perches. Slinking along it, she found her way to one of the windows and lay low, peering inside.

The chapel had seen some extensive redecorating. Vats of ichorous green fluids sat about the room, shadowy figures just visible suspended behind the glass. Large tables that had likely once graced the dining room of the monastery had been dragged inside and played host to elaborate alchemical beakers, burners, and gleaming surgical tools. Catwalks crisscrossed the room, forming a second level, all of it built around a vast central machine like a column of steel, piping, dials and containers of colourful bubbling fluids. Cables twisted from it, sparking where they connected to more machines arrayed about the room like it was some heart of metal and glass.

But by far, Katarina’s attention was drawn to the large slab in the middle of the lab. And, perhaps more pertinently, the white sheet that covered something laid out on it.

A figure moved about the floor level, a white lab coat fluttering about her as she worked at a humming set of machines. She would adjust dials, then hurry over to another machine and adjust more, throw some switches or check one of the vats. Katarina growled softly.

Bitch.

The woman below turned sharply at the bang of the door opening.

“Zava!” Beatrix cried, pushing up her goggles. “There you are! Did you deliver my message?”

“Of course, mistress,” the stitched catgirl replied as she sauntered into the room, holding aloft a letter. “And got a response.”

“Perfect! Give it here!”

Beatrix snatched the letter and ripped it open. From her vantage point, Katarina watched the spark read, the madgirl’s brow furrowing with ever increasing anger.

“Ha!” Beatrix suddenly declared.

“Ha, mistress?” Zava asked innocently.

“Ha I said and ha I mean!” Beatrix snapped, shaking the paper. “Does he really think I’m such a fool? Such an idiot!”

“I’m not sure, mistress,” Zava replied. “But I would delight in your elucidation, for as you know, I am but a poor, foolish homunculus, unlearned compared to your own incredible brilliance. What do you mean?”

“I mean this letter!” Beatrix said, waving it at the catgirl. “Look at what he’s written! Clearly an insult to my intelligence! He intends for me to report to him at his lair in the castle? In his very seat of power! No doubt to take advantage of me. To force himself upon me in a carnal fashion. Claim my innocence and force a marriage in the end! You understand now, Zava?”

“Oh yes, mistress,” Zava said with a small smile. “I understand completely. You’ve certainly used your incredible deductive reasoning to come to that conclusion.”

“Hmph! Naturally,” Beatrix declared, turning sharply with a swish of her skirt. “For I am Beatrix Aris! Heiress of House Aris! And there is no way I would be fooled by some crude attempt at sweet talking!”

“Not my mistress,” Zava said. “So sly! So styled. So coifed and clever and humble!”

“Precisely!” Beatrix smirked, hands on her hips as she glowed with triumph. “And I will not fall to some man who seeks my hand for his own advantage. Beatrix Aris is no one’s fool!”

“Your intellect and insight always astound me, my lady,” Zava assured her. ‘Truly, no one can pull one over on you. Now,” she continued, pulling out a notepad, “would you like more of my intelligence on what I discovered?”

Beatrix whirled back around to face her maid. “Of course! Tell me everything you learned!”

“Well, first of all, it’s quite clear that your betrothed is bedding his assistant.”

“Wh-what?” Beatrix sputtered. “Zava! That is not the intelligence I wanted!”

“Oh but mistress, surely you wish to know,” Zava pressed. “After all, such intelligence may well come in handy in your plots. All data is needed, is it not?”

Beatrix grumbled but finally nodded. “Oh… fine! What else did you learn?”

“Well, first of all, you are far more blessed in the chest than her,” Zava said, resuming to read her notes.

“H-hmph! Well, of course,” Beatrix said, smirking and sticking her nose in the air. “I’m clearly superior.”

“However, her posterior is quite a bit plumper.”

“S-so what?”

“Well,” Zava said with a sideways look at her indignant mistress, “it just seems to me that the lord of Grimmwald might be more into women’s bottoms if so.”

“Well!” Beatrix huffed, scowling deeply. “A man of poor taste in that case.”

“Although I did notice,” Zava continued thoughtfully, “that his maid was also quite blessed in the chest. And I hear so is his seneschal and the local werewolf alpha.”

Katarina’s ears perked. She preened a little smugly. Naturally, she knew that her mate enjoyed large chests. But to have the confirmation was flattering as well. Not that Katarina was surprised. After all, was there any part of her that was not lovable?

“So he is into big chests?” Beatrix pressed, recalling the werewolf to her task.

Katarina craned her ear as the catgirl nodded. “It does seem so. And I have confirmed that those women are definitely his lovers.”

“So he is some trumped up Casanova! I knew it!” Beatrix snarled, slamming a fist onto a table, making the intricate chemistry tools dance and rattle.

“Indeed, mistress. And a most skilled one to be able to satisfy all those buxom maidens. Why, I’ve read that werewolves are able to mate for literal days at a time thanks to their impressive stamina.”

“You mean those trashy novels you read?” Beatrix scoffed.

“Exactly, mistress. By the way, I have acquired The Maiden in Wolf Hall. Shall I put it by your bedside?”

“What a foolish question,” Beatrix scoffed. “Of course I want it!”

“My apologies, mistress,” Zava said with a light bow. “I’ll be sure to leave it as needed.”

This was news to Katarina. But an interesting one. She hadn’t actually tried to see how long she could mate consistently. She always had to hold herself back lest she break Maxim with her affections. An unfortunate circumstance, but in love one needed to make concessions.

“Good!” Beatrix cackled. “Marvelous. Excellent! But enough of his love life. Now, what of Grimmwald? Are there any weak points in the castle’s defences?”

For the first time, Zava hesitated and cleared her throat. “Well, mistress,” she said slowly. “I would… not recommend attacking the castle directly, as such.”

“You wouldn’t?” Beatrix asked suspiciously. “Why not?”

Zava hesitated again. “A… feeling, mistress. The master’s maid and I had some words before he arrived, and I was given the impression that the castle’s defences were robust. And might not be best to try and break through them.”

“Hmm…” Beatrix eyed her maid. Katarina leaned in a little, her ears twitching up, listening closely. “Is there something specific you learned?”

“Not as such, mistress. Just a… feeling.”

“A feeling?”

“Yes,” Zava said with dead seriousness. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to attack the castle itself while that maid is there. There’s something… off about her.”

“Off? What do you mean?” Beatrix pressed.

“She feels…” Zava flopped her hand helplessly. “Wrong. I could feel the danger in her.”

Katarina nodded to herself. Yes. Strange one was dangerous. Very dangerous. Katarina was impressed with the catgirl’s instincts, even if she was just a feline.

Beatrix ran her fingers thoughtfully through her tangled red hair. “I see…” she said, then shook it off. “Well, no matter. It’s probably unwise to do it anyway. I don’t care about his castle. Only him! He must be destroyed, Zava. Eliminated. Crushed beneath my pointed heel! I will see him crawl and beg for mercy before I am done!”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you, mistress,” Zava replied loyally.

“Hmph! Naturally. And I have a cunning plan with which to do it. Yes, Zava. A brilliant scheme! He won’t know what hit him! This latest monster is perfect for the job!”

Katarina realized she was growling and hastily stifled the sound, even as her claws gouged deep divots in the stone. This bitch would dare try and kill her mate again? Just the idea made the werewolf want to leap through the window and down upon them, then rip the pair to shreds! Tear off their heads and bring them back to Maxim so they could fuck under the glassy stares of his dead enemies.

But no.

No.

Katarina forced herself to calm, bottling up the feral rage that threatened to blind her with a red haze. There was something bad about killing the bitch, though the specifics of that eluded Katarina. She hadn’t paid much attention. It had been a lot of talking and less action, but she did remember Maxim pressing her on that fact. That she had to not kill the little bitch. Hard as that was to remember when bitch went on about how much she wanted to harm Katarina’s mate.

Besides, the werewolf thought brightly, surely Maxim intended to kill the bitch himself. And that was good. Katarina settled herself with the knowledge that the madgirl below wasn’t her prey, but Maxim’s. She would stomach that for now.

For now…

But the hour grew late. The pair departed from the lab, still talking, and Katarina rose, moving silently off the ledge and back onto the grounds. She watched, waiting until the patrolling monsters had moved away, then she bounded down to the grass, landing lightly and darting back towards the wall. She leaped over it with a single smooth motion, her tongue lolling with excitement as she hurried back into the comfortable darkness beneath the trees, surrounded once more with the silky darkness and familiar scents of the forest. The rest of her pack fell in with her, cutting swiftly through the night. Time to report back. And once her mate knew his enemy’s plans, they could kill the bitch together.

Katarina grinned wolfishly. Good couple’s always did things together.


Ch. 23 Informant

Clausewitz shuffled inside of his home, removing his hat and hanging his coat on the hook. The rotund burgomaster groaned, pressing his hands into the small of his back and stretching with an audible popping sound.

“Hell,” the burgomaster grunted around the stub of his cigar. What a day! But productive despite it all. The council was actually moving without constantly bickering for once, and why not? It wasn’t every day you were invited to a party at Grimmwald itself.

Clausewitz sighed in satisfaction, beaming. It was good to have a master in the castle again. Already the town was starting to feel more like its old self. Things were working. People were energized. Purpose guided them all once more. Yes. Things were finally getting back to normal.

“Father?”

He looked up quickly and beamed when he saw the light of his life standing at the top of the stairs, dressed in a light green dress and carrying a lonely lamp.

“Rebecca! My dear girl!” he cried, stepping forward and folding her into a hug. “Hr hrmf, wonderful to see you, my dear. Simply wonderful! How was your day?”

“Excellent,” she said eagerly. “Janine took me for my dress fitting today.”

“Wonderful!” he exclaimed, beaming. “I can’t wait to see it, my darling. I’m sure it will look lovely on you. Simply wonderful! Hr hrm.”

“Thank you,” she said, twiddling her fingers nervously. “Do you think Max… er, Lord Volt will like it?”

“My girl, how could he not?” Clausewitz told her happily, patting her back with paternal pride. “You will be the belle of the ball, my dear! I’m sure his lordship won’t be able to keep his eyes off you.”

“I wouldn’t go that far…” she said, flushing hotly.

Clausewitz chortled and squeezed his daughter in another hug. “Well! I’m sure you will be simply stunning, my dear. Absolutely beautiful! Janine has an eye for these things, you know. Vampires all do!”

“Yes. I suppose so,” she said, her lips a bit pinched.

Clausewitz’s smile grew gentler, his hand rubbing circles into her back. Though he knew his daughter was nervous around his assistant, he also knew the vampiress wouldn’t do anything to her. He’d employed her for so long, he honestly didn’t know what he’d do without her. And she’d given him no cause to suspect. A good assistant made life easier for everyone, in his opinion.

With a final few warm words and on confirming that dinner would soon be served, Clausewitz left his daughter and made his way upstairs. Just enough time to relax for a spell.

He sighed in satisfaction as he trundled into his study, kindling the room’s fireplace. With a flutter it came to life, burning low and hot as Clausewitz banked the coals and crossed the room. With satisfaction he deposited the stub of his cigar into the ashtray on his desk. He fumbled another from a box and snipped the end before patting his pockets for a matchbook.

“Here.”

The flame flickered to life and Clausewitz jerked back in shock, only to sigh in relief when he saw Delia illuminated by the glow of the lighter she held, her form bleeding out of the shadows like a wraith in her black cloak and hood. “Heavens girl!” he gasped, wiping his brow. “Hr hr hrmf! Don’t do that, my dear. Give an old man a heart attack! I dare say. Hr hrm.”

“My apologies,” Delia told him, lighting his cigar before flicking the lighter shut. “I wanted to talk to you without disturbing your daughter. Or your… assistant.”

“Oh? Well then, hr hrmf,” Clausewitz harrumphed, moving behind his desk and taking a ginger seat. As he settled into the familiar chair he tapped out some ashes from his cigar onto an already overloaded ashtray, then settled himself comfortably. “Well, what can I do for you, my lady? Hr hrm. Must be important you couldn’t have gone through my secretary. Hr hrm, yes.”

“Yes,” Delia said softly, her eyes glimmering in the dark. “Your secretary. She’s a vampire, isn’t she?”

“Oh yes. Yes. Hr hrm,” Clausewitz coughed. “Good woman. Yes. Competent! Knows the filing system like no one else.”

“Has she worked for you long?”

Clausewitz nodded assuredly. “Oh yes. I dare say so. I inherited her from the previous burgomaster.”

“And before that?”

Clausewitz blinked. He tilted his head back, staring at the ceiling in contemplation, watching eddies of smoke wind and curl in the air.

“Well,” he finally said importantly. “Well… Hrm hrmf. Well, I’m not sure. She’s been there for quite some time, now that I think about it. Hr hrmf. Yes, quite some time I should say.”

“I agree,” Delia said, her monocle gleaming in the faint light. “Tell me about the vamp houses, burgomaster.”

Clausewitz paused in the midst of tapping some more ashes free. “The vamp houses? Well, I imagine you know more about them than I do. Hrm. Yes.”

“Likely,” Delia said softly, her gaze intent. “But tell me, Clausewitz. Is it true every man on the city council frequents them? Does every guild master really have their own personal lover from them?”

“Oh yes,” Clausewitz said, nodding sagely. “Yes, quite so. Quite so. Hr hrmf. Yes.”

“Why?”

“Oh, well,” Clausewitz said, clearing his throat. “It’s not exactly a… well… suitable subject to speak of with women folk, you see. Hr hrm. No. Not as such…”

“I’m not here tonight as a ‘women folk,’ Clausewitz,” Delia said coldly, light flashing off her monocle. “I’m here as a representative of the Master of Grimmwald. As his seneschal and agent in the town. Now tell me. Why does every man who holds the levers of power in this city have a vampire hanging off them? They can’t all hate their wives.”

“Oh no. No no,” Clausewitz said quickly. “Not at all, Delia. No. Hr hrm. It’s something of a… a tradition.”

“Tradition?” Delia asked sharply, keenly staring at him. “Explain.”

Clausewitz blinked again and settled back contemplatively, his chair creaking in the silent room. “Well,” he said slowly. “It’s gone back decades now I should think. Hrm. Yes. Bit of a fun little thing. You see, whenever a man joins the city council, the Countess, who is our longest serving member of course. Well, she, ahem, takes them aside and grants them a, ah, attendant, shall we say. A perk of the job. Hrm hrmf. Yes. A little something to make the tedium of their task go by smoother.”

“And if a man refuses?” Delia asked softly but pointedly.

“Oh, well,” Clausewitz harrumphed. “Naturally she doesn’t press the issue, of course. Hr hrm. But most go along with it. I didn’t, of course. I am a family man, you know, and take it quite seriously.”

“But you have a vampire working as your assistant,” Delia noted intently.

“Well… why shouldn’t I? She gets a great deal of work done,” Clausewitz said defensively. “And it’s not as if I… well, I’m doing anything out of the ordinary. Eh? It’s been the way we’ve done it for years and years.”

“Yes. It is, isn’t it?” Delia muttered, but to the burgomaster, it seemed as if she was saying it more to herself.

Clausewitz said nothing, watching as Delia paced to and fro in the small room. As his cigar burned low he stubbed it out and lit another, continuing to watch her. Clausewitz’s face sagged with fond memories. He remembered Delia’s father walking like that too, when the old seneschal had come to Clausewitz for some matter or another. A fond memory to the burgomaster, and he was glad to see the habit carried on to Delia.

Delia suddenly stopped and looked to him again. “Thank you, Clausewitz,” she said softly. “This has been… illuminating.”

“Of course, my dear,” Clausewitz said, levering himself out of his seat, and removing his cigar with another puff. “Happy to help the master in any way I can. Hr hrm. Yes. But what is this all about?”

“Maybe nothing,” Delia said, making her way to the window and opening it. “Maybe everything. Don’t tell your assistant I was here.”

“Of course,” Clausewitz said. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” Delia said. “Watch the vampire, Clausewitz. Watch her closely. And if she does anything strange, tell me.”

Sobering, Clausewitz nodded. “Of course. Hr hrmf. Whatever is needed.”

Delia inclined her head once, then vanished out the window. After a moment Clausewitz went to it and peered out, just spotting Delia’s cloak as it vanished around the corner of the street, lost in the mists.

Taking another contemplative puff on his cigar, Clausewitz finally closed the window and resumed his seat, wondering at the strange meeting. Just what was she thinking? What was going on?

He shifted uncomfortably and looked again out the window, able to just make out Grimmwald in the distance, the ragged mass of masonry and towers illuminated in a flash of lightning. The burgomaster frowned, puffing thoughtfully at his cigar.

Perhaps this ringing of the Grimmbell would be more eventful after all…


Ch. 24 Maestro

The great doors gave a colossal creak as they swung open, revealing the dark, somber depths of the room beyond. The auxiliary ballroom was everything that Maxim had imagined it would be in a place like Grimmwald. Chandeliers crackled to life as power hummed in the veins of wires that crawled across the ceiling. The floor was onyx and shone with polish like a pond on a moonless night, while pillars rose about the rim of the room, supporting the ceiling and the great glass dome overhead.

Maxim moved into the room, head craning around to take in its vastness. And he wasn’t the only one. Bitsy and Tabitha did the same, the witch and his assistant ooing softly, the sound carrying far in the blackness of the chamber. Moira said nothing, and as his footsteps clicked in the silence, Maxim noticed hers didn’t.

“You think this would make a good location for the ceremony?” he asked aloud.

“Indeed, master,” Moira said as she glided alongside him. “Though the first floor ballroom would, of course, be more traditional.”

“Maybe. But it’s also stuffed with equipment,” he noted.

“Indeed, master. But how better to demonstrate your prowess than to surround your cringing subjects with examples of your genius? Evidence of your intellect? The preserved results of your latest abominations against God and nature?”

A sudden vision of dancing by the light of bubbling vats and the crackle of tesla coils invaded Maxim’s mind, and he had to admit it did have a certain appeal. Then the myriad of problems it would entail intruded on his thoughts and he shook it off. “Maybe. But if we did, someone would be liable to touch something they shouldn’t. And I really don’t need someone turning themselves into a sheep in the middle of my party.”

“Would make for an interesting evening,” Bitsy noted as she strolled after him.

“Granted. But I’m aiming more for a benevolent tyranny. It’d be a shame to ruin a perfectly good party.”

“Hardly, master,” Moira put in. “A number of your ancestors have had significantly more strife filled events. Such as the Night of the Ninety masters, which had your distant ancestor being knifed during the ringing of the Grimmbell by his brother, who promptly took over as master. Who was then poisoned by his uncle while drinking the evening toast. Who was then bludgeoned to death by his niece using a cheese platter. Whose granddaughter then kicked her to death during a boisterous cancan. Who was then-”

“Right. Yes. Delightful,” Maxim interrupted. “But being remembered for the second worst party in Grimmwald wouldn’t be much better.”

“Oh no, master. That event would likely belong to Arnulf Osgood, who gassed his entire guest list with a revivification serum, turning them into cannibalistic zombies he promptly unleashed on the survivors.”

Maxim massaged his brow. “Why would people keep willingly attending these?” he asked aloud.

“Simple, master,” Moira informed him. “A party at Grimmwald is never boring. In fact, they have a reputation for being to die for.”

“Apparently,” Maxim muttered as he looked about the cavernous room. “All the same, I’d love to have the first boring party here. Kind of a change of pace, don’t you think?”

“If you say so, master,” Moira demurred, while Bitsy let out a disappointed sound.

Eager to change the subject, Maxim turned to their resident witch. “Would this work for your part of the ceremony?” he asked, glancing back at Tabitha.

“Oh yes,” she exclaimed. Hands clasped to her chest, raven-feathered cloak rustling as she turned in place, she took in the vastness of the room with evident delight. “It has so much presence and sense of grandeur and power. I can already feel the energies moving through me. We can do the whole thing in here!”

Maxim nodded, his eyes wandering before locking on to the great organ which consumed the entire far wall. He found his steps turning towards it, climbing the sweeping staircase that led to the keyboard. He paused there, admiring its workmanship. The pipes were molded to resemble screaming demons, the knobs engraved with leering faces, while the woodwork was carved with figures writhing in either torment or pleasure. Or possibly both, knowing Grimmwald.

“Marvelous instrument,” he murmured.

“Do you play, master?” Moira asked him.

Maxim smiled fondly as he ran his fingers over the keys. “Not for a very long time,” he admitted. “But I did learn. My father was quite insistent.”

“A man with an appreciation for the classics,” Moira said, nodding. “Wonderful to hear, master.”

“He was at that,” Maxim said softly, pressing down on one of the ivory keys, no doubt each culled from a different elephant, or possibly made from the teeth of orphans. A low note thrummed, hanging in the air before slowly fading.

Maxim found himself feeling wistful and slid into the seat. Without quite seeming to, he began to play.

The music breathed mournfully from the great organ, the sounds a vibration that seemed to echo in his bones. Maxim shivered, yet his fingers continued to move. A slow song. A sombre song. A song that reminded him of home.

Home.

Maxim’s smile grew sad as he continued to play, the music filling the room with its deep, bassy groan. He was surprised when a second note joined, and he looked to the side to see Bitsy had begun to play with him. “Thinking about England?” she asked.

“How did you know?” he asked as his fingers continued to dance across the keys.

Bitsy laughed gently and scooted onto the bench, her fingers never missing a beat. “I can always tell, Sparky. You always get that look on your face when you’re getting homesick.”

“Do I?” he asked.

“You do,” Bitsy said, leaning over and nuzzling his shoulder, her deft fingers still playing. “I know you miss it.”

Maxim merely nodded, looking back to the keys. “I do,” he admitted. “I really do, Bitsy. I miss my sisters. I miss my mother. I miss the grounds and my home where I spent all those days. I miss my lab and the estate in Worrshire. I miss so much about it all. Because,” he sighed, “I know I can never go back.”

“Poor Sparky,” Bitsy murmured, leaning up and kissing his cheek. “It’ll get better.”

He glanced down at her. “You think so?” he asked.

“I know it,” she said, leaning against him. “We’ll make a new life here, Sparky. You’ll see. Me. You. Moira. Delia. Even that stupid wolf. Everyone. We’ll make Grimmwald home for you.”

Maxim nodded as he watched his fingers continue to dance on the keys, the music thrumming, the great pipes of the organ trembling as they seeped steam and smoke and sound. He looked about the great music room in all its grim grandeur. The buttressed ceiling and naked wires. The shadows that crept about the glow of the lamps and lapped like black waves.

The castle.

His castle.

“You really think we’ll make it feel like home?” he asked her.

“It’s home for me already,” Bitsy told him warmly.

That earned another glance. “Oh?”

“Yeah,” she said, nudging him with her shoulder. “Because you’re here with me. And wherever you are, Sparky, is home for me.”

Maxim said nothing for a moment, his chest feeling tight, but his smile warmer. “Thank you, Bitsy. That… does mean a lot to me. I know you can go home, too.”

“Home? Pfft,” she snorted. “To hell with that. Home sucked for me, Sparky. You know that. Do you think my father enjoyed seeing me dress like some ‘upstart madgirl trollop?’ Nah,” she scoffed. “He wanted me to be a good girl. A good heroine, off on adventures and find a robust, burly good boy like my brother to marry and pump out a new line of kids. Feh!” she spat. “Not my style.”

“Instead, you found me,” Maxim observed.

“Sure did, Sparky,” Bitsy said, favouring him with another of her manic smiles, her hair tumbling around the electrodes pinning her hair. “And I couldn’t have picked better.”

“Oh?” Maxim asked, his voice growing more amused. “So you didn’t choose me just to make him mad?”

Bitsy giggled. “Mmaaaaybe there was a bit of that. But then I got to know you better than being just an incredible lay, Sparky. And even if father doesn’t get my choice, I sure do. You and me, Sparky? We’re together to the end. No matter what.”

Maxim chuckled, but found himself edging closer to Bitsy on the bench, her soft hip pressing against his as she leaned in, nuzzling up against his side. Their hands nearly interwove as they continued to play, the soft sound filling the cavernous room, beating away the ghosts of memories even as the final notes came out, hanging in the air as their fingers came to rest, Maxim’s weaving their way among Bitsy’s and holding her hand.

“...I truly do love you, Mousetrap,” Maxim told her.

“And I love you, Sparky,” Bitsy said, leaning her head on his shoulder. “‘Till death do us part. Though hell,” she added with a wicked grin. “Give you enough needle, thread, and galvanic energy, and not even that’ll stop us. Eh?”

At that Maxim truly laughed, the sound filling the emptiness left by the music as he leaned over and delivered a kiss to the petite woman. Bitsy hummed happily, returning the kiss with vigour and squirming into her lover’s lap, one arm winding around Maxim’s neck and her modest bust pulling against his chest.

Maxim suddenly recalled his audience and glanced back to a fondly smiling Tabitha and Moira, whose expression was as unflappable as ever, though he did notice a certain moistness in her eye. He broke the kiss, clearing his throat.

“Moira?” he asked. “Are you… crying?”

A tender smile twitched the maid’s lip, which was shocking to see on its own. Like spotting a baby in the tiger’s cage. “With joy, master,” Moira said, dipping in a low curtsy. “With greatest joy. I have hoped that you would come to be a true master of Grimmwald. And I see I chose well.”

Maxim coughed into his fist. “Well, I will try, Moira. I promise you that.”

“Thank you, master,” she said, and there was a note of earnestness that surprised him. “Thank you so very much.”

Her exuberance made him feel immediately awkward. “Well,” he said roughly as he cast another look about the shadowy hall. “I think this room will serve wonderfully for our little event.”

“I agree most heartily, master,” the maid replied. “I will inform the gremlins to clear it and clean it at once. It shall be the grandest ringing of the Grimmbell in the history of the castle. One worthy to usher in a proper acknowledgement of your despotic rule.”

“No doubt,” Bitsy giggled, delivering another loving kiss to the corner of Maxim’s mouth. “After this, everyone’s gonna know you’re the master around these parts.”

“Let’s hope so,” he said, looking fondly down at his mad assistant.

The doors to the room suddenly flew open with a bang. Maxim flinched and spun about, though he already had a pretty good idea of who it was.

As he suspected, he beheld Katarina in the doorway, the werewolf beaming, arms stretched out from throwing open the doors. “I found her!” the silver-haired beauty boomed.

“You did?” Maxim asked in mingled surprise and excitement.

“Yes!” Katarina declared triumphantly as she bounded inside, tail wagging like a flag in a storm. “I find bitch that threaten mate!”

“Excellent,” Maxim cried, rising at once. “That’s wonderful, Katarina!”

“Yes! Is wonderful,” she declared smugly. “Is good! Best girl does great work again!”

Bitsy grumbled, crossing her arms and glaring at the werewolf, who only seemed further amused by the smaller woman’s clear antagonism.

“Where is she?” Maxim pressed, descending the first few steps to meet the werewolf.

“Enemy hides in monastery in east. Across river,” the werewolf said happily. “She has many monsters. But we can kill easy!”

“There’s a monastery around here?” Maxim said.

“Indeed, master,” Moira put in. “It was run by the Brothers of Perpetual Motion, who had come to convert the valley to the faith. They had great success, and even managed to convert your ancestor, Lord Groan the Flagellant.”

“Really? That is a surprise,” Maxim remarked. “I’d have thought the master of the castle wouldn’t be into Christianity.”

“Normally no, master. But Lord Groan was very impressed with the monks' conviction. Unfortunately, it turned out the monks lacked his lordship’s degree of faith, resulting in him burning them all for heresy.”

“Heresy?”

“Yes, master. They apparently ate fish on a day other than Friday.”

“That’s it?”

“Of course, master,” Moira said seriously. “Your ancestor did nothing by half measure. He even joined the Gearwork Crusade, though it seems his horde of zombies were not well received by his allies. Nonetheless, they were quite successful against the enemies of the faith.”

“I imagine so,” Maxim said diplomatically before happily turning his thoughts back to the present. “But no matter. Now that we know where Beatrix is hiding out, we can strike! Deal with her before she tries anything else.”

“And kill her?” Katarina asked eagerly.

“No,” Maxim said solidly. “No killing her. We can’t let her die.”

Katarina’s tail dipped with disappointment. “But… killing good.”

“Not in this case,” Maxim assured her. “There are… diplomatic repercussions if we kill her. We need to take her alive and then reason with her to drop this whole marriage thing. That I don’t want her as my enemy.”

“Then why are we rolling in there with guns blazing?” Bitsy asked. “Not that I’m complaining, exactly. I love the idea, Sparky.”

“Simple,” Maxim replied. “We need to have her at a weaker footing when we show mercy. If I have her in my power and don’t do any of the things she assumes I will, then it’ll go far to convince her that I’m not such a scoundrel.”

“But it should prove that you are sexy,” Bitsy noted gleefully. “Trust me, Sparky. Nothing gives girls the tingles like seeing a guy showing up and waving around his big, throbbing… death ray.”

Katarina scoffed. “Mate no need that,” the werewolf said dismissively. “Bitch already wants him bad.”

“She does?” Maxim said dubiously.

Katarina nodded eagerly, her tail beginning to wag again. “Yes! She loves hearing about mate’s body and wants rut. Once you beat, you should mate and show dominance! Then kill.”

“I… think we’ll skip those last bits,” Maxim said slowly. “But first we have to defeat her.”

“Got a plan, Sparky?” Bitsy asked.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” Maxim confirmed with a somewhat manic grin. “I’ve been working on a little something for just the occasion...”


Ch. 25 Scheme

Jarrick couldn’t believe he’d been reduced to this.

With a force of effort, he resisted scratching at his fake beard. He was a vampire prince, dammit. A master of the fang. Of assassination and subtlety. A lieutenant to one who held a seat on the Crimson Court! Centuries of experience and training had gone into him and what he did.

Yet here he found himself, in the common room of a filthy ale house, dressed in a dark cloak and actually having trouble getting a mere mortal to do his dirty work.

“I have reason to believe,” Wesley Malevola said from across the table and with a suspicious glower, “that you have not been straight with me about Maximilian Volt.”

“Oh?” Jarrick asked, trying to ignore how the cotton he’d used to puff up his cheeks and hide his fangs rubbed against said sensitive teeth. “I assure you; he has been most nefarious.”

“So you have said,” Wesley agreed, nodding slowly. Jarrick did his best to ignore the stuffed bird clinging to the large man’s shoulder. For reasons which eluded the vampire, the hero had dressed up as a pirate several hundred miles from the nearest port. Complete with an eye patch, a peg leg, and a dead parrot. “Which is why I heroically came forth when I received your letter that the local tyrant and madman had my sister, and was holding the valley hostage. Verily did I come! Righteous fury in my heart! I, Wesley Malevola, Gentleman Adventurer!”

Jarrick winced at the booming declaration, glancing uneasily about the bar. Fortunately, the only other people in there were a nervous barmaid and the sour-faced barkeep.

“Yet since I have arrived,” Wesley continued, settling in his seat once more, “I have made inquiries about town and the area, and the townspeople seem to, for whatever reason, like having Maximilian Volt in the castle.”

Damn it all! Jarrick had hoped Wesley would have managed to off Maxim by now. Or at least the Aris girl could have gotten him. And after Jarrick had spent all that effort smuggling her gear through town. Instead, Maxim still lurked in the castle like the rat he was, Delia remained out of reach, and it was Jarrick who was being grilled by a mere mortal! Absurd. Utterly incomprehensible. It took all the vampire’s self-control not to lunge across the table, grab the idiot, and sink his fangs into the man’s thick neck.

“I assure you,” Jarrick said patiently. “His aims are nefarious indeed. The people lie to protect themselves. They fear retribution should they speak out. He has spies everywhere.”

“I know,” Wesley said, nodding sagely. “Which is why I’m in disguise.”

“Is that what you’re doing?” Jarrick muttered.

“Of course.”

“With a dead parrot?”

“It’s not dead. It’s merely… resting.”

Jarrick stared at the other man for a long, silent moment. “At any rate,” the vampire finally bit out, “think of your dear sister. Surely you wish to save her.”

“Yes, on that topic,” Wesley said, “my dear sister does seem to harbour genuine feelings for him. Heavens alone know why, but I begin to doubt she is there against her will.”

Jarrick realized he was grinding his teeth and forced himself to calm down. “Perhaps,” he conceded through gritted teeth. “But really. Are you ready to surrender her to his whims? He’s simply convinced her that he loves her, but his feelings aren’t there. Not really. You’ve heard the stories of his lusts. His tendency to play with women and satisfy his carnal urges. Do you really think he’ll do right by her? Fah!” Jarrick snapped, flicking his fingers. “He’ll cast her aside as soon as he’s tired of her.”

“I’m not so sure,” Wesley mused. “He did fight me quite manfully. I always say, you only really know a man after you’ve crossed swords with him. And I must admit that he does seem to have some courage and honour. Why, he even tried to save dear Bitsy. I could see why a woman would have feelings for him.”

“She doesn’t!” Jarrick snapped, slamming a fist on the table, cracking the wood. “He’s a putrid worm! A mayfly. Up jumped cattle thinking he’s equal to his betters!”

Wesley stared at him. “What?”

Catching himself, Jarrick settled back in his seat, rubbing his face (and surreptitiously pushing the cotton back into place). “By which I mean…” Jarrick said softly once more, “that his rule in the valley has already been a bloody one. You’ve surely heard the reputation of his family, yes? Well, he’s worse by far. Women hide their daughters when he rides through town. Men cringe at his name. The common man can’t sleep at night while they know that that… that animal lurks in his castle.”

“Is that so?” Wesley said thoughtfully.

“Oh yes,” Jarrick said, seizing on the other man’s interest, knowing there was one angle that never failed. Jarrick smoothed his voice, a tone of compulsion teasing in. “And just think of the children. Are you really willing to condemn them to live under such despotic rule? You’ve seen their fathers and mothers twisted and broken on the street corners. If you won’t do it for your sister, do it for the people.”

Wesley listened intently. “Yes,” he said, then louder, “Yes!” he shouted surging to his feet, almost upending the table. “You’re right! It must be done. If not for my dear sister, then for the good. The right! For children to grow up not under the shadow of some despot’s rule!”

Jarrick said nothing, his teeth clenched tight as the cheap ale he’d been pretending to drink soaked into his pants after Wesley knocked the stein over. “Yesssss,” Jarrick hissed. “Exactly. You should go do it. Right now. Quickly!”

“True! I’m off!” Wesley declared, sweeping about and hobbling off on his fake wooden leg.

Jarrick managed to maintain his smile until the man was gone. Then, the vampire surged blackly to his feet, face twitching with fury. He spat out the cotton balls then turned sharply, sweeping about and heading for the door.

“Ey!” the barkeep blustered. “You didn’t pay-”

Jarrick whirled, his hand becoming a vicious claw. It ripped out the man’s throat, spraying blood across the room. With a grim glee Jarrick watched the fat man fall, twitching as his blood pooled on the floor.

Breathing hot and fast, ignoring the hysterical shrieked from the barmaid, Jarrick lifted his clawed fingers over his mouth and gave the bloody mass of flesh he’d ripped out a squeeze. Blood poured into his mouth, the vampire’s eyes lidding in satisfied rapture as he guzzled the sweet crimson.

At last, he lowered his hand and tossed the flesh aside. His bloodthirst slaked, he grimaced at the taste. Ugh! Common blood. Filthy with cholesterol and fairly soaked in cheap ale.

He glanced at the screaming barmaid and grabbed her by the front of her dress, wrenching her towards him. “Silence!” he commanded, compulsion throbbing from his eyes.

Instantly the girl went still, her face going slack.

Jarrick licked his lips, glancing at her neck in contemplation, then shook it off. No. His rage was slaked. No need to lower himself further. Especially since he knew where there was better.

“I was never here,” he commanded, his voice sibilantly smooth, snaking around the girl’s simple thoughts. “Debtors came and collected from the owner. You will wait ten minutes, then call the watch. Understand?”

“Yes,” the girl said, her voice dull.

Jarrick smirked and released her, turning. He spat and adjusted his cloak as he left the bar, heading off into the night.

Yet, as the initial rush of his feeding faded, Jarrick felt the smirk slip from his lips and his head dip into the deep collar of his coat. That had been a mistake. An impulse he could ill afford. The Countess might find out about the murder, and she would be displeased.

He shook his head as he stalked by a hissing gas lamp, then turned down a night-choked alley. The Countess insisted they not kill the people of the valley for now. It was harder to cover their tracks than it used to be, and if Maxim found out about it, there would be consequences. A ridiculous notion. They could cover it up easily. Every member of the city council and guild master. Everyone in Burdenga of any note was theirs. Yet the Countess insisted they dance to the farce. Pretend they weren’t the wolves among the sheep.

Jarrick growled low. How annoying. He swept a hand through his hair, sighing. Curse that bastard in the castle! How he yearned to just rip out Maxim’s throat with bare claws. Flay his hide and use it as a coat, and leave the body to rot in the middle of town. But the Countess wouldn’t hear of it. The Countess and Triana had their own ideas. And much as he wanted to, he couldn’t disobey her. And not only because she was higher in the Court than him. She was his sire, and he couldn’t disobey her direct commands. And if she ever discovered his workaround, the punishment would be terrible indeed.

He grunted and threw open the gate to the vamp house’s drive. Ivy crawled over the building’s face, the windows shrouded with velvet, the gables curling with elegant filigree. Beside the door glowed a solitary red lamp, fluttering in its glass casing. A true flame. Not like those ghastly gas lamps all over the city. Filthy things. No class. No style. Modernity. Feh! Jarrick swept into the vamp house, slamming the door behind him.

“My lord, welcome,” the madame said, instantly hurrying out from behind her counter, the lesser vampire dipped into a hasty curtsy. “How can the house serve you?”

Jarrick’s eyes skimmed the interior. Several couches were about, the vampire whores among them stirring at his arrival, but sensing his temper wisely avoided meeting his eyes.

“I want a room. Now,” Jarrick growled, tearing off his fake beard and yanking open his jacket, buttons ripping free to scatter on the carpeted floor like coins. “Brunette. Young. Lithe. And beautiful. You know the type I desire.”

“Of course, my lord,” she said with a curtsy. “It shall be done.”

Jarrick didn’t even wait for the confirmation. Already he was heading upstairs to his personal room. He licked his lips hungrily. Yes. A decent drink was just what he needed. Something for pleasure. And to be sure, pleasure could be found here. There was no lack of girls to suit his tastes. The Countess’s ownership of orphanages gave her an excellent selection of young women who could be smoothly brought into the fold as they aged up. And where Chrome’s factories, gas plants, and industries devoured the men who came to the city for work, the Countess’s vamp houses had its selection of desperate young women to take its pick from.

Which made Jarrick’s… indiscretion in the bar all the worse. The Countess didn’t mind if he indulged in his bloodlust, but she did prefer he keep it to those more easily disposed of.

His mood darkened yet further. Jarrick was tired of hiding, dammit! Sick and tired of the Countess playing the long game. He wanted it done with! He wanted what he was owed! Just the thought of Delia being touched by that fool in the castle filled him with fury.

But when he wrenched open the door to his room, he instantly forgot about his thirst. His rage.

For there was a woman already waiting inside.

This was hardly uncommon. The vamp houses were aware of Jarrick’s thirsts, and often anticipated his hungers. After all, he was a Prince of the Blood.

But it was the who that gave him a shock.

Delia didn’t even need to turn before he recognized her. The sound of her pulse thumped in his ears and pricked the hunger of his fangs. Her scent filled his lungs and her loveliness seized at him. His fingers twitched with the urge to grab her, and her clothes weren’t helping. They were sensuous. A rich crimson that flattered her figure, lifting up her breasts and accenting her narrow waist. Her skirts were long and ruffled, yet a slit in one side revealed a hint of creamy thigh. When she looked at him, the low light of a lamp gleamed off her monocle, her lidded eyes tinted with mascara.

A growl threatened to rise in Jarrick’s throat, but he bit it back as Delia rose, brushing some of her hair from her face, revealing the deep crimson of her lips and the shadow of her eyes. It had been a long time since Jarrick had seen her so done up. And it stirred him in ways that made him even forget about his business with the master of Grimmwald.

“Jarrick,” she said, her voice soft, yet a subtle quaver made his muscles tense. A note of vulnerability he didn’t think he’d ever heard from her before.

“Delia,” he said roughly, shutting the door behind him. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” she admitted.

“Oh?” Jarrick said, stalking across the room, his eyes raking her, taking in every inch of her. “What for?”

“I… wanted to talk to you.”

“Hmm,” he hummed, moving around her, glancing down into the valley of her pale breasts as he did. This time, he wasn’t quite able to resist a lick of his lips. “I see. What about?”

He saw her breath hitch, a shiver work through her. “I… I’ve been a fool.”

He stopped behind her, head cocking. “Have you?”

“Yes,” she said, glancing over her shoulder, her eyes lidded by her long lashes. By the Sires she was lovely. It took all of Jarrick’s self-control not to grab her right there. “I... I’ve come to realize that Maxim doesn’t really love me.”

“Ah,” Jarrick said, things beginning to fall into place. “I see,” he murmured, moving up behind her, resting his hands on her delicate shoulders. “So, you’ve finally come to your senses.”

“I have,” she murmured, turning away from him, shame colouring her cheeks. “I know that you’ve always cared for me. Like a fool I rejected you, I admit that, but my hopes for Maxim have… not panned out. He hasn’t been up to the task as master. I was blind, I admit it, but I wasn’t sure until recently. Now I realize the truth. He’s weak. As all humans are. As I was, desperate to believe he was what I needed.”

Jarrick’s fingers gently kneaded her shoulders, feeling the shiver course through her and the quickening of her pulse. His touch sensing the bird-like fragility of her bones. “It’s alright, my dear,” he breathed, leaning in, inhaling the sweet floral scent of her hair and perfume. He recognized it. The one he’d given her when she turned eighteen. His smile broadened. “I understand. And I forgive you. It’s your human weakness that did it. A weakness I do not share. Not for a long time.”

“I know,” she murmured. “You’ve always been stronger. More cunning. More skilled. I… I was intimidated by it, I admit. I wasn’t sure if you really were the sort of man I wanted. Needed.”

“And now,” Jarrick hummed, leaning in close, his eyes lidding as he listened to the music of her racing pulse. The thumping vein in her neck.

“Now I know, because you were willing to try and kill him for me.”

Jarrick froze, his hold tightening on her shoulders. “What?”

She again turned her head, her eyes lidded and plumped lips parting. “I know,” she said softly, rising to her feet, turning in his arms to face him, looking up at him through her lashes, “that you have been sharing information with Maxim’s enemies. You were the one who sent a message to Wesley Malevola, calling him here and meeting with him. And you were the one who spread rumours and stories of Maxim’s licentiousness to further fan the flames of anger in Beatrix Aris. You arranged for her to come to the valley. Hid her movements and helped her set up her lab and monsters. You’ve been working to get Maxim killed,” she said, resting a hand on his chest. “For me.”

Jarrick looked down at her for a long moment.

Then he smiled.

“Correct,” he purred, sweeping her into his arms. “I’d almost forgotten that you’re not just lovely, Delia. But that you’re a cunning girl. The Countess has trained you well.”

“So you did it?” she asked, breathless.

“That’s right,” the vampire continued. “I did. I realized long before you did that he was a poor match for you. That he doesn’t deserve you. Doesn't know you. Not like I do,” he said, running his finger along her neck, feeling her pulse again jump to his touch. “I know everything about you. Your likes. Your dislikes. I watched you flower from a girl to a woman, knowing you deserved to be mine. All mine. The Countess believed you had other purposes, but we both knew the truth.”

“You went against the Countess for me?” she asked, her voice quavering.

“That’s right,” he said, smirking. “I defied her wishes. She wanted your pathetic master to be left alone. That we were even supposed to try and protect him. She has plans for him.”

“What plans?” Delia asked, her hand rubbing his chest through his shirt.

A grimace twisted Jarrick’s face. “The details are not mine,” he admitted begrudgingly. “She left that whore Triana in charge of it. All I know is she intended to control him in some way. First through you, but when you frustratingly showed your seeming loyalty to Grimmwald, she engineered for Triana to try and wed him. And though he rejected her, they have some other scheme up their sleeves I’m not privy to.

“But it doesn’t matter,” he continued hotly, squeezing her in his arms, leering above her. “Once that idiot in the castle is dead, the Countess and the Crimson Court will work with whoever takes over Grimmwald next. They’ll conspire to seize this town and the castle for the Court and our kind. It will be ours. And you,” he murmured, his eyes gleaming. “You will join us in it! Another bride of the night. My bride,” he rasped leaning in, her head turning aside and revealing her throat. At last. At last! His hunger pounded in his temples. Throbbed in his loins. His fangs grew sharp and extended. She was his. His! All-

The gunshot was deafening in the small room. But somewhat more important was the sudden agony that ripped through a very private part of Jarrick’s lower body. The vampire reeled with a howl of pain just before another shot from Delia’s pistol took him in the stomach.

Falling back, Jarrick tumbled into a chair and fell with it. He snarled in pain, clutching at his stomach and groin as blood soaked his fine clothes. “You… You…”

“Needed you to get close,” Delia said as she calmly cracked open her pistol and loaded several more bullets. “I know only too well how fast vampires can be.”

Jarrick struggled to understand what had happened, but only for an instant. Then he felt a red hot fury. He tried to rise, but agony continued to twist his guts, dropping him once more to the floor with a gasp.

“Don’t bother,” Delia said, snapping shut her pistol. “Those bullets were blessed by a bishop, dipped in holy water, and tipped with silver from a melted cross. Frankly, it’s a miracle you’re not already ash. But greater vampires are so hard to kill, as you all drilled into me so often. Yes, hard to kill,” she said coldly, sliding up her skirt. “But not impossible.”

For a moment Jarrick forgot his pain as he watched her luscious thigh come into view. Then he saw the stake strapped to her leg with a garter, and as she yanked it out, he felt for the first time that night the cold trickle of fear.

“Try and scream,” Delia said flatly. “You and I both know this room is soundproofed. You never could resist tormenting your victims. How the Countess covered them all up I’ll never know, but it ends tonight.”

“You… you can’t,” Jarrick gasped as he crawled backwards. “The Countess… The Countess won’t stand for it!”

“When I tell her what you did, I suspect she will,” Delia noted, stalking after him. “She’s always encouraged us to take initiatives to her benefit.”

“You have no idea what she wants,” Jarrick hissed, trying to rise, only for Delia to plant her foot on his wounded chest, forcing him back with another gurgle of pain as she drove her heel into his wound.

“True,” Delia said as she crouched over him. “Which is why I’ll be sure to ask her after this. I think she’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”

Jarrick’s lips writhed. “W-wait! You and I! We can-”

“First thing I learned in the Countess’s care,” Delia said as she raised the stake. “Never trust a vampire’s words.”

“No-”

She slammed the stake down and into his heart. Jarrick’s head jerked back, banging into the floor. His whole body arched, veins bulging across his neck and hands. His mouth cracked wide open, gums tightening against his teeth, skin growing taut across his skull. A rasping shriek of a death rattle escaped him as his skin flared like paper burning to ash in the fires of an instant. Dust crumbled in his elegant suit, which slumped flat onto the floor, only a few bones rattling with his remains.

With a sigh Delia rose, tossing the stake onto the corpse with contempt. “Wretch,” she spat. Holstering her pistol, she turned her back on Jarrick and headed for the door. For she wasn’t done yet.

She had one more appointment tonight…


Ch. 26 Creature Feature

There had been guards, of course.

Emphasis on had.

The Yaga chugged softly as Maxim brought it to a halt near the corpse of what had recently been chimera made from a wolf, a badger, and possibly a cow before Beatrix got her scalpel on it. Pistons hissed as the cabin of the Yaga lowered itself to the lip of the hill looking down on the monastery below.

“This is it?” Maxim asked over the rumble of the engine.

“It is,” Katarina grunted as she loped up beside him, swinging up onto the side of the Yaga and glaring down at the grounds below. “It where bitch is hiding. I find and seek, but not kill.”

Maxim nodded. “You did well,” he assured the werewolf, eyes running shrewdly over the ruins. From his vantage point he made out a number of figures moving about by the half-light of the moon, suggesting the bestial forms creeping about the shadows of the place. Maxim rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“Shoulda just let the wolf off her,” Bitsy put in from the passenger seat, her feet propped up on the dash.

“Only if I wanted war. And I don’t. I want a surgical strike. And not the kinds they did in the University.”

“Oof! Tell me about it,” Bitsy said, wincing. “I remember one where they tore the poor bastard apart. Entrails everywhere! Seemed a bit excessive for a toothache, but hey! I’m not a dentist.”

“But now we strike?” Katarina asked eagerly, her red eyes burning hot in the dark.

Maxim glanced past her at the shadows of the forest. A number of other shapes slunk among the trunks, eyes golden and hungry gleaming in the dark as they gazed down at the ruins. The pack was eager for a fight, that much was clear.

Well, they’d get one. That much was for damn sure. Maxim sighed as he leaned over the Yaga’s controls. A pity this couldn’t be solved peacefully, but there wasn’t much for it at this point. And though he was a bit ashamed to admit it, the prospect did excite him. Giving the Yaga a proper field test after all his improvements would be quite exciting.

“Right,” he said, adjusting the controls. “Here’s the plan. Have half the pack surround the grounds and keep watch. Don’t let them attack.”

Katarina cocked her head. “No attack?”

“No,” he said. “They need to make sure nothing escapes.”

Katarina blinked, then smiled. It was a smile that promised carnivorous enjoyment. “We kill all?” she asked as she licked her chops.

“No,” Maxim corrected quickly. “No, not kill all. I need Beatrix alive and unharmed.”

“Yes. I un arm her.”

“Unharmed! With all original limbs still attached.”

Katarina’s ears folded slightly. Puppy dog eyes shimmered up at him.  “No take arm?”

“No take arm.”

“Then… maybe ear? She not miss ear.”

“I’m fairly sure she would,” Maxim said. “I’d certainly hear about it, at any rate.”

“She wouldn't,” Bitsy snorted.

Maxim gave her a glare, then turned back as Katarina huffed. “Fine. I do best, but only because mate said so,” the werewolf grumbled.

“Thank you,” he said, reaching down and rubbing her head between her ears.

Katarina’s eyes lidded and her tail wagged with a flurry of pleasure. “Mmm. We do good. We go in quiet?”

“Get into position quietly,” he told her. “Speed will be the name of the game. We’ll make the opening. You and your pack secure the grounds behind me and deal with any guardians.”

“We kill them?” Katarina asked hopefully.

Maxim grimaced. It wasn’t an ideal situation, he’d grant, but given the options he doubted they’d be able to avoid it. “You can kill them.”

Katarina grinned again. “It be fun! They strong.”

“I’ll leave it to you.”

“And brushings after?”

“Of course.”

“And meat?”

“I don’t see why not.”

Katarina growled eagerly. “Then we go! And we do good for mate!”

“Splendid. Send a sign when you’re in position.”

Katarina nodded and slipped away into the night. No sooner was she out of sight than the rest of the pack vanished as well. But they weren’t gone. No, not at all. Maxim knew only too well that though he might not be able to see them, the werewolves were very much there. Honestly, he was damn glad they were on his side. And not just because their leader was a beast in bed.

Realizing he was smiling, Maxim set his jaw. This was going to be a delicate job, he reminded himself. And it needed tact. Caution. And yes, a great deal of violence, but so it went with marriage among sparks. Why, his own father had been forced to kill a dozen of a rival suitor’s giant mechanical ants when wooing his mother. Which had been much easier compared to dealing with Maxim’s actual aunts.

He shook off the musings as he heard a lone howl rise into the night. Maxim exhaled deeply and shook his hands, grasping the controls.

Right.

Time to go.

And to be honest, he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to this a bit. After all, he had upgraded the Yaga for a very particular purpose. And there wasn’t any field test like a live fire one.

Grinning, Maxim grabbed a certain lever and gave it a yank.

Pistons hissed. Servos whirred, and the Yaga slowly rose back to its feet. It started off down the hill. At first slow. But soon it began to pick up speed.

More.

More!

Huge feet thudding through the grass. Crushing logs and debris in their way.

“Yeeeeehaw!” Bitsy cackled from her seat, leaning over the console greedily, her face glowing in the red light from the control panels.

Maxim chuckled, knowing his own face likely looked the same as he adjusted dials and levers. A laugh rose from him as the wall of the monastery rose up. He saw shapes hurry about this way and that, cowering in fear at the inevitable march of him. Of the Yaga. Of science!

“Ha. Ha ha. Ha ha ha ha!” Maxim cackled as he yanked another lever, shoving it up to third gear. He slammed down a switch, causing cyclopean spotlights on the front of the Yaga to blaze to life with echoing bangs. “Ah ha ha ha ha!”

With a thunderous crash the Yaga burst through the wall, kicking it down and barely slowing to do it. The walker burst into the courtyard of the old monastery and skidded to a halt, tearing up the sod and ripping through the overgrown vineyard. He saw the shadowy shapes of monsters move before him. One reared up, the glow of the Yaga’s forward lamps revealing what looked like a massive ape with hands of steel gauntlets. The ape bellowed, drumming its fists on its chest in challenge.

“Out of my way!” Maxim bellowed as he hammered down a trigger. “Maximilian Volt has come to see your mistress! Ah ha ha ha ha!”

His manic laugh preceded a gout of fire that burst from the flamethrower on the Yaga’s undercarriage. The flames poured out, washing across the grounds and igniting the grass. The gorilla monster bellowed and flailed as it became a living torch.

And into the light of the flames came the wolves.

They poured through the gap he’d broken in the walls. A flood of dark forms that snarled and hurled themselves against the monsters who rushed to defend their mistress. Bellows, roars, and shrieks of pain broke the night as the monsters of science found themselves beset by those of nature. It was like a zoo had broken into a sudden fight to the death. And though he wanted to join in - oh how dearly he wanted to - Maxim ignored the sounds, knowing the wolves would deal with the guards.

He, on the other hand, had to meet their maker.

“Keep causing chaos,” Maxim ordered Bitsy as he slid out of the seat.

“You mean it!” Bitsy gasped, her eyes positively sparkling with delight. “You really really mean it?”

“Oh yes,” he said as he threw open the door. “Go to town, Bitsy. Keep them from forming up and coming after me.”

“Oh Sparky, I’m going to let you do anal for this!” she cackled, grabbing the controls as she leered over them.

One more thing to look forward to, Maxim thought as he hopped out of the Yaga and onto the grass. A silver shape bounded up to his side, Katarina grinning wolfishly in her demi-human form, her hands claws and well bloodied already.

“This way,” the werewolf barked, rushing towards the cloister. Maxim followed close behind, doing his best to ignore the manic cackle of laughter coming from Bitsy as the Yaga whirred back to motion, unleashing another gout of licking flames on the hapless monsters. Maxim even managed to suppress the twinge of envy as rockets blazed from launchers on the Yaga’s sides, screaming and exploding against what looked like a lion with the backside of a lizard and wings of a bird. He’d really wanted to be the one to use those…

Sadly, he had other things to do. His attention returned sharply to the present as Katarina smashed open the doors to the monastery, a huge, ape-like white bear in a red sweater and a yellow scarf rearing up in their path.

“Intruders!” it bellowed, swinging up its huge paws and bringing them down.

Only for Katarina to catch them with ease.

The bear’s face twisted with effort, arms shaking, but the werewolf simply held them, smirking. Then, she twisted.

The bear roared in agony over the crack of bones, the deafening cry ending suddenly as Katarina reached up, grabbed its head and ripped it off like she was opening a bottle.

Maxim winced at the crunch of bone as Katarina tossed the severed head aside, the bear’s body collapsing with a meaty thud.

“This way,” Katarina barked, already bounding ahead, Maxim close on her heels. Another pair of doors met them, bolted with metal and plainly reinforced. Katarina skidded to a halt before them as Maxim joined her. “In here?” he asked.

She nodded, resting a hand on the door. “Ready?”

“Ready,” he said, gripping his cane.

She bared her teeth in a grin, drew back her arm and swung forward. The blow slammed into the wood and steel, buckling them. Two more blows came, and with the third the doors blew open with a boom, allowing Maxim to step forward and into the lab of his betrothed.

At first it seemed like any other spark’s personal domain. There were the sparking tesla coils. The great vats of bubbling green fluids in which hung suspended the twisted forms of animals still being mutated by their dark mistress. The masses of polished brass machinery, whirring consoles, and flashing lights, and of course a massive slab on which a figure was stretched, no doubt for a quick jolt of animating lightning.

But that wasn’t all. In fact, it wasn’t even most.

No.

That belonged to the stuffed animals.

And not taxidermized ones either, but fabric creatures. None of which was only one animal, of course. There were bears with lion manes. Giraffes with elephant bodies. A veritable cornucopia of beasts crossed with each other, filling every nook of the room in a vast collection of cuddly stuffing, which would have been horrifying if not for the button eyes.

There was also, he couldn’t help but notice, two women inside.

One was Zava, who’d been standing by the thing on the slab and now looked at him with surprise. The other was in a white lab coat, wore large tinted black goggles, and had a mane of frizzy red hair. Yet even in this new costume, Maxim recognized the woman he’d caught falling from the tree.

“What the-” Beatrix began.

Taking a step forward, Maxim banged the heel of his cane on the floor, sparks spitting about him. “Beatrix Aris!” he barked. “I, Maximilian Volt, master of Grimmwald, have come to speak to you!”

“Oh ho!” Zava said, a smile stretching her mouth in cat-like glee.

Beatrix’s reaction was… not so enthused.

“Zava!” the sparkess squealed, backpedaling furiously. “He’s here!”

“So he is, mistress,” the stitched woman observed.

“He’s not at my mercy! He’s not naked! His thews aren’t straining!”

“Naked?” Maxim said blankly.

“Thews?” Katarina asked, her canine ears perking up.

“Quite right, mistress,” Zava observed. “Your solution?”

“Death!” Beatrix shrieked.

“Now hold on,” Maxim protested. “I-”

Beatrix failed to listen, having already grabbed a lever and thrown it with a bang and blaze of static. Lights flared and burned hot. Dynamos whirred and wires crackled as electricity spat down to the thing under the sheet. The form beneath shuddered, wrenched, then rose, the fabric falling free.

It floated in the air, pulsing with strange hues as wires threaded down into it from above. Faintly transparent save a brain buried deep in its gelatinous mass, tentacles dangled from it while a belt of metal hummed around its head like some airborne jellyfish.

“Ha ha ha ha!” Beatrix cackled from where she still gripped the lever, grinning maniacally. “Let’s see you handle my Jellyfiend! Your lightning cane won’t help you here. And now my creation! Destroy him!”

The jelly thing burbled, tentacles slamming into the floor as it heaved itself forward.

Maxim said nothing. Instead, he brushed aside his jacket, drew and aimed the miniature death ray he’d brought just for the occasion.

And fired.

The blast flashed through the chamber and ripped through the monster’s bulk, atomizing gelatin, brain, and flesh in a flash of molten heat. The ray went right through the jelly creature, blasting part of the massive machine behind it. For a moment the monster remained floating, quivering and backlit by the explosions of the machinery. Then gravity worked its influence, and the monster collapsed in a heap with a splattering sound.

Beatrix stared, mouth agape in shock.

“Oooh,” Zava said, giving a soft clap.

“Now,” Maxim said, lowering the death ray. “Can we please just-”

“Z-Zava!” Beatrix yelped, retreating up a step of a catwalk. “Stop him!”

Zava sighed, stepping forward. “Oh, very well, mistress.”

“Hey!” Maxim shouted, taking a step forward even as Beatrix turned and pelted up the metal stairway. He doubled back as Zava moved into his path, the maid smiling sadly.

“Sorry about this,” she said, a flick of her wrist causing claws to emerge from her fingers. “But the orders of the mistress are absolute.”

Katarina growled, stepping in front of Maxim. “I handle kitty,” the werewolf growled. “You get bitch!”

“Oh?” Zava asked, her pupils narrowing to feline slits, her neck cracking audibly as she reached up and ripped off her sleeves, revealing strange cables twisting from her back and into her surprisingly muscular arms. “You think you can?”

Excitement flashed in Katarina’s golden eyes. She braced herself as the tubes in Zava’s arms began to flow with something red and green, her arms swelling with muscle. The cat-girl’s entire upper body bulked rapidly, her neck fur popping out like a lion’s mane. Within an instant Zava had grown to near twice her old size and heft, baring fangs as long as Maxim’s forearm, and muscles downright absurd.

“Oh my,” Maxim said.

With a howl of glee Katarina flung herself against Zava, who yowled and slammed into the werewolf, the pair thrown across the lab in a struggling mass.

Maxim hesitated, but the sheer speed and savagery which the pair fought put to bed any hope he had of helping. Besides, he had a bad feeling about whatever it was Beatrix had run off to do. Leaving the pair, he hurried up the stairs.

The grilled metal banged under his feet as he climbed the spiralling steps. Now and then he caught glimpses of Katarina and Zava as they fought about the rounded interior of the tower, smashing into machinery and breaking tables in their furious brawling. Once the pair actually drew level with him, Zava bouncing onto a perch on the wall before Katarina tackled her off, the pair smashing into some cathode ray tubes that exploded with crackles of static.

Maxim rounded part of the room’s vast central machine, only to jerk back as he caught a glimpse of a gun barrel. No sooner did he do so than a blast of blue energy ripped through the air his head had occupied a second before.

“Stay back!” Beatrix shouted. “My Ionic Burster will melt your stupid sexy face off!”

“Beatrix, really!” Maxim shouted. “If you could just give me a second to explain-”

“Never!”

Maxim flinched back as a half-dozen shots splashed against the edge of his cover, half-melting the metal. Grasping his cane, he quickly adjusted the output, closed his eyes tight and angled the bulb around the corner.

The blinding flash lit up the gloom like day had burst for a split second. He heard Beatrix shriek in surprise, then he ducked out from cover and charged.

The heir of Aris was still rubbing at her eyes, one hand holding the handle of her death ray. Her head snapped up at the clanging of Maxim’s feet on the catwalk and she swung the weapon back up.

“You’ll never take meeee!” she howled, firing wildly.

The blasts shrieked about Maxim but he managed to close the distance, tackling her. The pair of them slamming into a massive console built against the huge machine dominating the room. Maxim grabbed the death ray, wrenching it up. Another blast seared the air before he managed to knock it from her hands.

“There!” Maxim gasped, pinning her to the console. “Now-”

Beatrix smashed her fist against a glass covered panel, shattering it and pressing the large red button underneath.

Sirens rang out across the immense lab, klaxons wailing and red lights blazing from every console and machine. Maxim looked about in a panic. He knew that sound.

“Did… did you push the self-destruct?” he demanded.

“Yes!” Beatrix cried, glaring up at him in mad defiance. There was a massive metal clang, and Maxim saw huge metal shutters slam down across the doorway below and the windows above. “You’ll not befoul my body, Maximilian Volt!” Beatrix snarled defiantly. “I will not allow myself to be used for your lusts and pleasures! I am my own woman! No whore for you to plunder!”

“DETONATION IN ONE. HUNDRED. TWENTY. SECONDS,” a voice boomed from somewhere.

“I don’t want to!” Maxim shouted over the bellow of alarms. “I came here to tell you that-”

“My virginity is not some prize!” Beatrix declared, grinning wildly, her eyes clear and glaring up at him defiantly. “My hand not some trophy! You’ll not-”

Maxim grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Will you listen to me!” he shouted. “I don’t want to fuck you! I don’t want to ravish you! For heaven’s sake, woman, I just want you to stop trying to kill me!”

Beatrix bobbled in his grasp, her eyes spinning. “A… a likely story!”

“Very likely,” he shouted. “Didn’t you get my message?”

“The one that said you thought I was an idiot?”

“What? Where the hell did it say that?”

“In the uh… um…”

Beatrix trailed off, looking up at him blankly.

“W-wait,” she said. “You mean you… don’t want to satisfy your carnal appetites with my body?”

“No!”

“Oh.” She frowned. “Why not?”

“What!?” Maxim shouted incredulously.

“I mean,” she stammered, flushing hotly. “But… but don’t you want to… to marry me to seize my father’s lands and fortunes? Didn’t you deceive him into this arrangement?”

“Deceive? I was deceived! My bastard of an uncle made this deal with your father decades ago! I just got here. I’d never even heard of you before! But I must say your monster work is very impressive.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. The way you took the electrical gland from the eel and transplanted into a terrestrial monster was most impressive.”

“Oh, thank you,” Beatrix said. “I actually had to plant it in by scratch and rework the chameleon’s entire genetic structure in order to stop it from rejecting it and just dying. Not to mention reworking those growth hormones to make it grow big enough.”

“Really? Fascinating.”

“DETONATION IN NINETY. SECONDS.”

“B-but never mind that!” Maxim quickly caught himself as another whoop of the alarms reached his ears. “The point is I’m not here to ravish you! I wanted to talk to you. To see if you could talk to your father and reject this marriage!”

“You… you were?” she asked.

“Yes!” Maxim shouted.

“But I… but you…” Beatrix blushed hotly with humiliation. “Oh…” she whimpered in a very small voice.

“Yes!” Maxim gasped in relief. “Oh! Now, can you please abort the self-destruct so we can have a civilized discussion?”

“Abort it?” she said incredulously. “Of course I can’t! That’d defeat the whole purpose of a self-destruct.”

“Then the door! Can you unlock the door?”

“No,” Beatrix said, her eyes widening in panic. “No, it’s sealed shut to contain the blast!”

“DETONATION IN SIXTY. SECONDS.”

“Dammit!” Maxim cursed, looking around furiously. “Come on!” he barked, grabbing her and dragging her down the steps.

“Wh-what? What are you going to do?” Beatrix yelped, stumbling after him.

“Not die!” Maxim snapped as they reached the ground floor. A furry bulk flew past them, Zava smashing through several glass tanks with a crash before she hit the wall, bounding back to her feet with a snarl. Just in time to catch Katarina’s pounce. The werewolf slammed the catgirl into a shelf of beakers, dazing the homunculus before the werewolf opened wide, her canine jaws clamping down on the catgirl’s head. Zava grabbed the jaws, struggling to hold them apart, but Katarina’s teeth closed inexorably like a nutcracker’s.

“Katarina! Stop!” Maxim shouted.

“Zava! Stand down at once!” Beatrix added.

The two beastgirls paused in their brawl and looked at the two sparks.

“Mrph rph?” Katarina asked.

“No!” Maxim cried. “We’re sorting it out! But first we have to get out of here! The lab’s going to explode!”

Katarina and Zava blinked, then looked around, as if only then noticing the hooting alarms and strobing red lights. Zava looked at Beatrix with exasperation and eased her head out of Katarina’s mouth. “Mistress, did you really press the self-destruct?”

“I-it was in the heat of the moment!” Beatrix stammered defensively.

“DETONATION IN THIRTY. SECONDS.”

“Whatever! Help me with these cables,” Maxim said, grabbing several and ripping them out of the central mechanism of the tower.

“What are you doing?” Beatrix asked as she helped tear more free.

“We need to break through the tower walls,” he replied as he yanked out the power cell of his portable death ray. “If I can feed enough power into my ray, we can blast through it!”

“Absurd!” Beatrix scoffed, searching around a nearby work table. “It would overwhelm that puny machine! You’d need to reconfigure and reinforce the convertors with… aha!” she declared, grabbing several components and working them onto Maxim’s gun.

“Oh, well done!” Maxim declared excitedly. “And we’ll need to rework the barrel to properly focus the beam. Aha! These will do.”

“Yes! But if we add a few prongs here…”

“Brilliant! And if we were to reinforce the casing with proper pressure worked steel plates, we could get a dozen shots before they melted!”

“And will we have time for that?” Zava interrupted pleasantly.

Maxim and Beatrix stared at her, then jolted as the voice from the speakers declared, “DETONATION IN FIFTEEN. SECONDS.”

“Er, no. No. Stand back!” Maxim declared as he and Beatrix swung their modified death ray towards the wall. Squinting his eyes, the ray humming with building power, he pulled the trigger.

The blast ripped through the air in a tunnel of blue, obliterating the wall with a wailing scream of energy. As if faded, Maxim looked at the hole melted through the brickwork, liquified stone oozing like magma, steaming as it rapidly cooled.

“Oh wow,” Beatrix breathed.

Maxim could only nod.

“TEN. SECONDS.”

Ah, right. That.

“Run!” Maxim shouted, dropping the gun, grabbing Beatrix and racing for the hole. The female spark followed frantically, Katarina and Zava quickly outpacing them as they stormed onto the overgrown grounds of the ruined monastery.

“FIVE.”

“FOUR.”

“THREE.”

“TWO.”

“ONE.”

Maxim threw himself onto Beatrix as the explosion roared behind them. Green fire and smoke burst from the tower like from some witch’s chimney moments before the entire structure caved in on itself. Masonry went flying along with bits of machinery, many trailing flames like emerald comets, lighting up the night before they impacted here and there. A huge cogwheel landed near Maxim, bounced, then continued rolling across the grass and off into the night.

At last, Maxim lifted his head and looked back at the monastery. Fires still burned, but much of the building was now a crater, the surviving walls shells of its former self. He let out a breath.

“Impressive work,” he noted.

“Thank you,” came the somewhat muffled reply from under him.

Rising, Maxim quickly offered his hands. “Rigged the archo vats up with a charge to force a critical reaction?” he asked.

“Exactly,” Beatrix said, taking his hand and letting him help her up. She patted her labcoat clean impatiently. “I needed them anyway, and it naturally would prevent-”

“Being defused. Yes, I got it. The green tint was most interesting though. How’d you manage that?”

“Likely a reaction of the phlogiston hitting oxygen. When processed properly, it provides both animation, and a lovely green tint.”

“Fascinating,” Maxim said, shaking his head in amazement.

“I-is it?” Beatrix asked, stealing a glance at him.

“Of course! Why-”

There was a sound like a gunshot, and the two of them suddenly found themselves standing in a pool of light. Maxim flinched and looked up into the sky.

Propellers thrumming, Duke Aris’s airship leisurely descended from the heavens with all the grace and girth of a Wagnerian opera singer. And much like the more interesting of musicals, it also sported a great number of guns, many of which were currently aimed at them.

“IN THE NAME OF DUKE ARIS, YOU WILL REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE!” thundered a voice from a speaker.

“Oh hell,” Maxim muttered, flexing his hand on his cane. Even as he did so, there was a loud mechanical whirr and the Yaga sprang up to his side, Bitsy grimly gripping the controls, while Katarina in full wolf form bounded up on his other side, growling up at the airship.

Though he appreciated the sentiment, Maxim knew only too well it wasn’t going to help him much in the face of those many guns. Especially when the airship came low enough for the boarding ramp to slam down, and several dozen troopers in the black, whirring armour of Duke Aris deployed, adding small arms to the larger caliber trained on him.

Only once Maxim was thoroughly covered did their master show himself. Spidery legs clicking on the metal ramp, Duke Aris’s throne strolled out of the airship and onto the grass, the skeletal man himself facing Maxim with only a dozen feet between them.

“Well now,” the Duke said, peering past Maxim at the monastery. “Greetings, Lord Volt. What a… surprise to see you here. Yes…”

“Is it?” Maxim asked tightly, one hand still gripping Beatrix’s arm.

Duke Aris smiled, showing a lot of his teeth. “Yes. Indeed. And it would seem,” he continued, eyes skimming over to the rigid Beatrix, “that you and my daughter had a small… meeting. I can’t say I approve of doing so before the wedding. Hardly… traditional. And so violent. How very… alarming.”

Maxim said nothing, but glared at the Duke. Aris’s thin lips widened their smile and he extended his hand. “Beatrix? If you would come here…”

Beatrix looked between Maxim and her father wildly. Resolve suddenly hardened her expression and she stepped forward. “Daddy?” she said.

“Yes, my darling?” the Duke said patiently.

“It’s quite… rude of you to interrupt our courting.”

Silence stretched the air. Like it hinged on a rusty joint, Maxim jerkily turned his head to look at Beatrix.

“...Your courting?” the Duke asked in a tone that could be inquiring.

“Y-yes,” Beatrix said, fidgeting with her hands. “I do admit, it was a bit theatrical, but you can’t say it wasn’t expressive! Lord Volt was very emphatic about making his intentions known to me, and I have to say I was very impressed.”

“...Were you now?” the Duke said. “And the explosion?”

“Well,” Beatrix said, coughing into her hand. “He was… quite eager to express his passions in an… an inconvertible way.”

The Duke couldn’t be buying this, Maxim thought as his mind struggled to catch up to what was apparently happening. He can’t really believe this. Any second now the Duke was going to wave his hand and Maxim would have more holes punched in him than Westphalian Swiss, which was probably a highly volatile currency around these parts.

Maxim’s eyes met the Duke’s, which were as inscrutable as two black marbles. The Duke’s brow twitched and he raised his hand.

Then waved it back.

“Yes,” the Duke said pleasantly as his guards lowered their rifles. “How… amusing. The… courtship of the young is such a thing to behold. So ripe with passion and… force of personality. Why,” he continued amiably, stroking his beard, “I remember when your mother and I first began making our… intentions known. Such a… fiery woman. She blew up an entire wing of my ancestral castle. Naturally, I then… kidnapped her and held her in a tower, but oh the romance of those days,” he chuckled, his eyes gleaming. “Good to see some things… never change.”

“Isn’t it?” Maxim asked in a voice so tight it was like someone had a vice around his neck.

“Very,” the Duke said and beckoned once more. “Now, come along, my dear. I believe we’ve… overstayed our welcome on the good Lord Volt’s hospitality. We’d best return home and organize your reply to Lord Volt’s little… flirtation.”

“Yes, daddy,” Beatrix said, shooting Maxim a shy glance. She shifted her weight, as if debating something, then suddenly leaned up and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek.

Maxim blinked, but Beatrix merely blushed bright crimson and scampered off and up the ramp into the airship, the metal banging under her feet.

“Ah, young love,” Zava said, passing by Maxim and leaning in closer. “Be careful with her, my lord. She’s a virgin, you know.”

Maxim’s jaw dropped, but words failed to form on his tongue. Grinning, Zava strolled after her mistress, the Duke’s troops turning and marching after her and back aboard.

Finally, only Maxim, Bitsy, Katarina and the Duke remained. The old man gave Maxim an amused look and twitched his controls, his spidery chair stalking nearer.

“I look forward to seeing you again soon… my lord,” Duke Aris said with a faint bow.

“You’re leaving?” Maxim finally asked. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“But… why?” Maxim asked blankly. “Not to say I’m complaining, but why not kill me here? Now? You could probably spin it to the Hundred Houses I tried to kill her.”

The Duke chortled. “Lord Volt, do you… really think I wished you dead?”

“Don’t you?” Maxim asked blankly.

Again the Duke chuckled. “Ah heh heh heh. No. No.” Duke cast a bemused look back at the ramp his daughter had so recently vanished up. “Children can be such a… handful. The best way to get a young lady to settle down… is to be married. But romance among our kind is such a… fickle thing. And to survive it quite a… problem. So few men are able to handle such a… spirited young girl as my dear Beatrix.” The Duke sighed fondly. “So very much like her mother.”

The Duke looked back to Maxim with a reptilian smile. “But you have survived her affections, Lord Volt. And made quite an… impression upon her. Most impressive. A good man is hard to find… these days. And one that’s a spark? Able to protect and stimulate my dear daughter’s affection? Well… hm hm hm,” he chortled.

Maxim felt his face warm. “Um…”

The Duke held up a hand. “No need, Lord Volt. For now, I wish you… the best with your rule. And I look forward to our future… discussions of my daughter’s marriage most… eagerly. Until that is resolved, rest assured, you will have no… trouble from me. And those who would strike at my future son in law had best be very… very… careful...”

Maxim said nothing, and the Duke merely chuckled, twitched his controls, and had his chair ferry him back into the belly of his airship, the ramp rising in his wake with a whirring sound.

Maxim stood back, his coat buffeted by the wind as the airship took off once more, rising heavily into the sky with a rumble of engines before drifting away into the night.

At last, Bitsy cracked open the hatch of the Yaga and poked her head out. “Did uh… did we win?” she ventured.

Maxim took a deep breath and let it out. “Well,” he said slowly. “We’re not dead, so I count that as a win, at any rate.”

“Work for me,” Katarina barked as she shifted back into her human form, flicking her voluminous hair onto her back. “We get territory back, so we win!”

“Yes,” Maxim admitted as he stared at the winking lights of the airship as it vanished into the night. “For now…”


Ch. 27 Delicate Negotiations

The trick to dealing with vampires, as Delia well knew, was you went into it like you were negotiating with feral dogs. Never show fear, always bring a treat, and butter them up with flattery until they glistened like a holiday ham.

This could be done, but rarely easily. For vampires were fickle things and prone to bouts of murderous rage and wounded vanity, and though Delia’s name would get her through the door, she knew only too well that it wouldn’t account for much more. The Countess was fond of her, true, but Delia had known many people the Countess had been fond of. Few still lived, though some still walked around.

Case in point, the anemic looking footman who met her at the crooked gate and conducted her inside the manor, where the somber air pressed down on her, and the eyes of the idle lesser vampires watched her with narrow cunning. Delia ignored them with practiced ease, and was led into the Countess’s private study where, ensconced in a sleeping robe of velvet with a furry collar, the mistress of the Grimm valley vampires waited on a divan.

Triana was also there, the two vampires seemingly having been in conversation before Delia was conducted inside.

“Delia!” the Countess cried, rising merrily with a groan of relieved furnishing and a corset under extreme pressure. The vampiress swept the younger woman in an embrace that would have been warm if the Countess had a pulse.

“Countess,” Delia said respectfully. “Thank you for having me.”

“Oh sweet Delia, I always have time for you, as you well know. But my goodness, you look famished! I shall summon something to eat. Suzanne? Would you be a delight and bring in some Dobos torte? I know how much you enjoy them, my dear girl.”

Delia did not. In fact, she hated sweet things. But adorable children were meant to enjoy sweet treats, wear pretty dresses, and be seen but never heard. And Delia had played that part well in her girlhood. The alternatives were rarely appealing. So Delia smiled fondly now and said with playful exasperation, “You know me so well.”

“Of course, my muffin. Now here. Sit! What have you come to chat about? Oh! I suspect I know. Mhm. Yes I do.”

“You do?” Delia said as she settled in an overstuffed armchair.

The Countess tittered, her fan fluttering like a terrified sparrow. “Ho ho ho! Of course, my dear pet. Why, you’re here to talk about your love life! So tell. Tell, my delectable sweetmeat! How has it been, my precious? Have you made any progress seducing that delightful master of yours? Perhaps showing off your, hm hmm, womanly assets? You likely had more success than some people,” she added with a wry look over her shoulder.

Triana shrugged indifferently. “What can I say?” the vampiress said. “He lacked a refined taste.”

Delia frowned at the slight to her master, but quickly wiped it from her face as she turned back to the Countess. “Not as such.”

“No?” the large vampiress said in surprise. She tapped her lower lip with her fan. “Dear oh dear. That is strange. I had such high hopes. Surely you do want him, no?”

“I ah… well… he is quite appealing,” Delia admitted, feeling a flush burn.

“Mmm hmm hmm! So true,” the Countess chortled as she eased herself back onto a divan, which creaked somewhat alarmingly. “So true! And I have just the dress for you to wear, my sweetling. Something that will just stun him with your beauty! He won’t be able to refuse. How could he? When you’re so gorgeous and fair. Why, he’ll be head over heels for you in no time!”

Not entirely sure how things had so quickly wrapped around to her love life, Delia cleared her throat. “Ah, actually, I’m here for something other than Lord Volt, Countess.”

“Hmmm? Now what could be more important than my girls getting the best match possible? After all, you’re so very lovely,” the Countess sighed, her finger brushing Delia’s cheek. “So like your mother.”

Despite Delia’s decision to show none of her true thoughts, she flinched. “Father said that often,” she admitted softly.

“Of course he did, my little tart,” the Countess sighed. “A pity what happened to him. Such an earnest man. A waste. A criminal waste, truly.”

“It was,” Delia admitted. “And I thank you again for taking me in.”

“Oh pish posh!” the Countess scoffed with a flick of her fan. “That Chrome had no appreciation for a lovely young thing like you. Why, you should have been spoiled rotten, not hunted! I think the results speak for themselves, don’t you, Triana?”

“Our little munchkin truly has blossomed into a fine woman,” the stately vampiress said, her clever eyes running up and down Delia.

“So true! Ah, but no matter. No matter, my delightful little tart,” the Countess giggled. “A shame Jarrick isn’t here. He was always so happy to expound upon your loveliness. He misses you terribly, of course,” the Countess added.

“He mentioned it, yes,” Delia said dismissively.

“Oh dear,” the Countess crooned. “Did he offend you? My poor girl! You and he were so close for so long. I honestly thought you did like him.”

“He’s a vampire. He liked me as a trophy at best. A meal at worst,” Delia said.

“Oh muffin, not just to gobble you up. Delectable as you are. Jarrick loved you. Well, as much as our kind can love.”

“Not enough,” Delia said with a shake of her head. “He wouldn’t fight with me against Chrome.”

“Oh but darling, you know he wouldn’t dare. I’d have been very cross with him if he did. Why, if he offended our shiny industrialist, I would have had to punish him most severely.”

“Exactly,” Delia said. “He wouldn’t risk even his comfort for me. But Maxim did,” Delia said, a smile gracing her lips, her eyes growing distant and dreamy. “Lord Volt faced Chrome and challenged him. He fought him face to face and killed him. He risked everything and had every opportunity to leave. Every reason to abandon me and everyone in the valley. But he stayed. He fought against all odds, and he won. I can be with a man like that, Countess.” Delia’s face soured. “But not a coward.”

The Countess trilled with laughter. “Oh dear! Don’t let Jarrick hear you say that.”

“Let him hear,” Delia said. “He was always a coward. How could I rely on a man who hid behind others and had them do his dirty work?”

“Not like your Master Volt?”

Delia nodded once. “Exactly,” she said firmly. “He supports those who support him. And if he can rely on you, Countess, he’d do the same,” Delia said, leaning in. “He’s reliable. He’s trustworthy. And he’ll let you stay in the valley. You have every reason to back him. And your word in the Crimson Court still has weight.”

The Countess tittered again. “Mhm hm. Always trying to network, my darling. But that is what I love about you. What I trained you for. Your father, bless him, was far too honest and earnest. But wicked deception is the domain of women, and our weapons are our beauty. Ah,” she sighed, her fan flicking expressively at Delia. “And what an effective tool I have made you.”

“You think me your tool?” Delia asked.

The Countess’s eyes glinted. “Mmm. Of course, my scrumptious little treat. An effective one. More so than Triana, at any rate. That dear girl has sadly failed to earn your master’s interest of marriage prospect. Poor thing was just distraught.”

“I was utterly inconsolable,” Triana sighed dramatically.

“You tried to marry Triana to him?” Delia asked, a hot rush of jealousy racing through her.

“Oh pish posh,” the Countess scoffed with a wave of her hand. “Why not? Having Triana whispering in your master’s ear would have been perfect. Oh yes,” the Countess said, smiling. “And do you know why I wish to have his ear, my dear girl?”

“Because you need him,” Delia said simply.

The Countess didn’t bother denying it. In fact, she nodded. “So I do, my delectable dumpling. We must be adaptable in this age, as your master so succinctly put it. There are those in the Court who still fail to see it, but I know. I was once a mistress of lands, yet now, here I am,” she sighed, gesturing expansively to the gloomy room. “Reduced to a rump in the boonies. Chased from my home by my former subjects. A tragedy, my pet. One worthy of the poets! What few of them are any good these days. Yes,” the Countess sighed. “The modern world creeps in, and we must be ready for it. I will not be crushed under the wheels of progress. So I have you and Triana to ensure we remain in good standing with your handsome master. And you will put in a good word for us, and we will continue to keep an eye on the Court for you. What a naughty game you play.”

“I had an excellent teacher,” Delia noted.

The Countess giggled. “So you did, my sweet thing. So you did.”

How true that was, and Delia tried not to mull over how that hurt. When her father died, she fled to the Countess for protection. But Delia knew even then the only reason the large woman took her in was as a potential tool. It was not in a vampire to love. Only to desire. To obsess.

But it still hurt, to know the woman who’d been like a mother to her had only kept her as something to be used and discarded if necessary. For Delia had no illusions that if she hadn’t proven useful, cute, and charming, that the Countess would have snapped her neck and drained it dry without a second thought. Thus Delia had done all that was expected of her. Been as dear and sugary sweet as needed. Had smiled even at the dinners, when the vampire’s victims had screamed and begged and struggled as they were torn apart by the finely dressed diners. She remembered vividly the Countess soaked in the blood of some poor peasant, proposing a toast with her hand on Delia’s head, who’d been dressed like a china doll.

And Delia had smiled girlishly and laughed with the monsters, for that was what was needed. And Delia was good at acting.

Her life had depended on it.

“You can count on me,” Delia assured the Countess. “You help me, and I’ll help you.”

“Splendid, my precious,” the Countess cooed. “Just what I wish to hear. I do enjoy keeping a close relationship with the master of the castle. One must, especially in these trying days.”

Delia nodded slowly, watching the vampire closely at that. “You have always been skilled at that,” Delia said. “I remember you coming to the castle all the time.”

It almost wasn’t there. A ghost of something. A twitch of a lip. A slight stiffening. Gone in less than an instant.

But Delia caught it. A flash of something in the normally unflappable vampire.

“Yes,” the Countess said softly. “Dear Hieronymus and I were always close. A pity when he passed…”

Delia nodded slowly. Dare she ask? Well, why not? “What were you and the old master working on at the castle, Countess?”

The Countess looked away and out the window onto the moonlit gardens, whose beds no doubt never lacked for fertilizer. “...I am old, Delia,” the Countess said. “Oh true,” she laughed into her fan. “I do not look it. I am as beautiful as I was the day I was turned. As ravishingly gorgeous as that fateful night when my sire took me in his arms. But I am centuries old, and have seen ages pass me by. It’s partly why I love children so much. You can experience the taste of their happiness so well.”

This was true, but Delia suspected most people didn’t need a bite to do it.

“I am old,” the Countess repeated softly, her eyes distant, glued to the distant, ragged shape of the castle clawing out of the mountains, lit by the odd lightning bolt. “Old indeed. But there are things older than me, dear girl. Far, far older. And far more terrible.”

Delia felt a chill. She swallowed. “What things?” she prompted.

The Countess glanced her way, a thin smile on her red lips, but her eyes as expressionless as mirrors. “I think you know, my darling cupcake. I think you know very well. And that is why I will never - ever - step foot in Grimmwald ever again.”

Delia could read most people as easily as she could the books in the library. And not just the ones wrapped in human skin. But she had never been able to read the Countess. She’d been aware of those deeper realms in the large woman’s presence, but had never been able to plumb them.

Yet at that moment, she saw something. And it was that the Countess was being completely and utterly honest.

And that fact scared Delia like nothing else before.

“Besides,” the Countess said with a lazy smile, “that’s not what you really want to ask me. Is it?”

Delia cocked her head. “I’m not sure what you…”

“Oh come now, my scrumptious little delight,” the Countess giggled, waving her fan indulgently. “We both know better. I practically raised you. Now, what is it you really wanted to talk about? I mean, aside from you killing Jarrick.”

Delia’s mouth thinned. So, the Countess knew? Well, she supposed it shouldn’t be surprising. The Countess and Triana had taught her much about the art of spying and subterfuge

“I did,” Delia said. “And I’d do it again. He brought in a man to kill Lord Volt and was feeding information and assistance to his enemies.”

The Countess sighed with exasperation, shaking her head and staring at the ceiling. “Oh, that foolish boy. I can only imagine why.”

“It’s a mystery, no doubt,” Triana said lightly, her eyes resting knowingly on Delia, who in turn stared defiantly back, every muscle tense for potential attack.

The Countess gave a sudden giggle. “Oh relax, my muffin,” the vampiress said, flicking her fan at Delia. “I’m not mad. Poor boy was utterly smitten with you, and his little assassination attempt was not at all my idea. In fact, if you hadn’t killed him, I’m afraid I would have had to do it myself. Something I would feel just awful about.”

“That I doubt,” Delia said. “But it’s beside the point. There’s something else you and I have to discuss.”

“Well! Don’t keep me in suspense, my muffin. Enlighten me, I beg of you.”

“Fine,” Delia said, leaning in. “I know you’re planning something with Lord Volt. I don’t know how I didn’t notice all these vampire girls hanging off the important members of the guilds and other people of note in the valley, but I have now. You’ve been planting them in order to have the ear of everyone of import. Lord Volt may rule, but everyone else in control of the valley is under your sway. I won’t stand for that, Countess.”

“Noticed that, did you?” the Countess remarked with an upraised brow of amusement. “Well! My my. That is a surprise. How clever you are, my dear.”

“Flattery will gain you nothing, Countess,” Delia said stonily, stiffly adjusting her monocle. “I understand your decision, but I’m warning you now to stop it. Pull back your vampires, release the council and the rest, and we can forget this ever happened.”

“Isn’t that kind of her?” the Countess crooned, turning to Triana. “What a good girl she is.”

“A delight, Countess,” Triana laughed.

Delia’s face tightened. “I warn you, Countess.”

“And a warning! Well well. But tell me, my pet,” the Countess crooned, turning back to Delia. “Did you tell anyone about my little plan?”

“I…”

Delia paused in a sudden terrible realization.

“Of course I did,” she quickly said.

“No,” the Countess purred, her fan unfolding with a snap, her eyes squeezed by her plump cheeks as she smiled. “You didn’t. Do you know why? Because I forbade it.”

“Forbade it?” Delia scoffed. “You…”

“It feels like so long ago,” the Countess mused, and her voice made Delia grow quiet and uneasy. “But all good plans do. They take decades in some cases to come to fruition. Tradition, my delight, is nothing more than the amassed habits of people. And I have made it a stringent one with you. You were such a headstrong girl. Such a willful girl. I knew I could never fully turn you to my side with mere mesmerism. Your will was too strong even as a child. But I could nudge. I could suggest. For I had patience. So much patience. Little flashes here and there. Little touches of compulsion.”

Delia grew cold. “That… that’s absurd. I’d have noticed.”

“Would you?” The Countess laughed throatily. “I had years to work, my sweetmeat. And I am old, darling child. So very old. And more powerful than any vampire you’re likely to meet.”

“You… you’re lying!”

“Then why did you tell no one you were coming to see me?” the Countess purred as her fan fluttered lazily. “Why did you come alone despite knowing all that I am? Why did you come unarmed of even your master’s precious solar bomb? Why did you accuse me here, in my seat of power, and put yourself utterly at my mercy?” She tilted back her head, her face sinking in shadows, but the gleam of her eyes and fangs shone through. “Because I willed it. Another delightful trigger. Another little security. Just in case.”

Tongue flicking nervously over her suddenly dry lips, Delia rose. “I… I think I’d best be going.”

“No,” the Countess purred. “Sit.”

Delia sat.

Realization at what she’d just done surged through her in a burst of terror. She tried to stand, but it was as if the message never reached her limbs. Horror tightened its grasp on her heart, sending her pulse drumming with panic.

The Countess merely smiled, her face masked in half-shadows, all but her eyes which gleamed a ruby red over her fan like some jungle predator’s. “Yes,” the vampiress purred playfully. “You were a strong girl. But I am beyond such strength. I am patience. Even a drip of water can erode a mountain, and every time we met I deepened my hold. I never played my hand, sweet Delia. Never let you truly know how deep in my grasp you were. But I put triggers in there. Oh yes. Blind spots. Small things you’d fail to notice. The human mind is such a willing thing. It papers over details so easily. Ignores so much. I’m sure your young master would be able to offer a more detailed breakdown of that, but the basics suit my purposes well enough. You never noticed how deep my hooks were because I didn’t want you to. You didn’t realize how deep under my control you were because I wished it otherwise.”

“And yet, she realized your game,” Triana noted with amusement. “And broke through your layers of control.”

The Countess sighed, sagging in her seat and fanning herself. “So she did. Honestly, you girls have been such a disappointment. I’d hoped at least one of you would be able to convince Lord Volt to marry you and give me control of the castle. You two would have made such excellent puppets for me. Delia, unwitting. Triana, incapable of disobeying. Ah,” the Countess sighed again. “The Crimson Court had such hopes here.”

The Countess rose with a creak of whalebone and moved with a snake’s silkiness around the table and towards Delia. Belatedly, Delia snatched her gun from its holster and lifted it, taking aim. The Countess merely chuckled and batted it aside.

“No need for that, my muffin. No, none at all. It’s a shame, but it seems I’ll have to brute force things a little. So inelegant. But such is life sometimes,” she continued, grabbing Delia by the shoulders, holding her still as the Countess loomed over the terrified woman.

“Now look into my eyes, my precious snack,” the Countess breathed, her eyes glowing hot as windows to hell. Devouring Delia’s world. “Look into my eyes, and let me tell you what will happen next…”


Ch. 28 Party Time

Maxim had attended more than his fair share of parties, soirees, festivities, and every other kind of celebration one could cram on the calendar. Largely this had been because of his mother and sisters, who were always eager to get out and show off a bit to the neighbours. These had not been to Maxim’s taste. He hadn’t really gotten the feminine need to flaunt wealth, power, and wage social war with the viciousness of Attila the Hun. He had, however, taken a larger interest in parties while at university, which had been more rambunctious, social, and free with alcohol and women of questionable virtues.

Well, he had enjoyed them, up until he blew up part of the school.

None of these experiences, however, could compare to the party of the Grimmbell.

He stood in the entrance of the ballroom, greeting the guests and keeping an eye on things developing, which had proven… interesting. The werewolves had been the first to arrive, dressed like a mob of gypsies in all their most garish finery. Katarina led them, and had brought along several barrels of their personal ale.

“And you’ll keep an eye on them, right?” Maxim had asked nervously as they set up the barrels at the cocktail bar.

“No worry, mate!” she cheered eagerly. “No problems. Anyone start problem, I make sure they not problem anymore!”

Not much Maxim could argue with about that. Though, as the quantity of liquor dropped, he’d begun getting nervous.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t time to dwell on it, for then the witches came. The entire coven were tittering and gawking as they shuffled through the doors, tut tutting about the draft but admiring the castle’s decor. They were met by Tabitha, who flushed as her fellow witches fawned and admired the younger woman’s raven cloak and new outfit.

“And you must be the lord,” a crone introduced to Maxim as Magra said in a cracked voice.

“A pleasure to meet you, miss,” he said, bowing slightly and trying to ignore the raven nesting in the woman’s hair.

“Oooh, a right gentlemen!” Magra cackled. “Good. Good. And how’s our young sister Tabitha been treating you, eh? Been a good girl? Showing you some witchery, hm? She’s quite good you know. Has she gone for some… skyclad dancing, hm?”

“Not… as such, no.”

“You mean not yet,” the crone said, winking and nudging him.

Maxim had coughed, but Magra seemed satisfied with that, joining the rest of her coven in bustling in and heading towards the buffet, which the gremlins were frantically working to keep stocked up as finger food found its way into deep pockets and gummy mouths.

Between and after these arrivals came the people of Burdenga itself. Carriages rolled into the courtyard, drawn by shying horses, cogs, mechanical marvels, and other more questionable means of locomotion. All were respectful. All were delighted to be there. Even Claria, who arrived alone and dressed more like she was heading to the office than a ball, came with stiff dignity and little welcome by the other guests.

Yet even as he ushered in the head of the butcher’s guild and his date (a vampire), Maxim nonetheless felt in his bones that the longer the party went on without something going wrong, the worse it was inevitably going to be.

“You need to relax more, Sparky,” Bitsy said from beside him, squeezing his arm.

“I am trying,” Maxim grunted, peering at the wild-garbed werewolves who’d been getting a bit rambunctious around the cocktail bar. Fortunately, it was then that Katarina waded into them, smacking around the unruliest before challenging the remaining to a drinking contest.

“We’re doing fine,” Bitsy whispered. “Really! Just keep greeting the guests. Put a smile on your face! And remember. If anyone annoys you, you can always disintegrate them and sweep the ashes out a window.”

“Thank you, Bitsy, but I think I’d rather not,” Maxim said before returning his attention to the entrance. Another man had just been conducted inside. A stringy fellow in a suit a size too big for him, accompanied by two women, one of whom was so similar to the man it could only be his daughter. The other was a vampire.

“Greetings, my lord,” the man said, bowing deeply with a sweep of his arm. “Sir Dolphus. Master of the Guild of Actors.”

“Ah, welcome,” Maxim said, shaking the man’s hands. “So glad you could join us.”

“Thank you, my liege! Shall you punch me now?”

Maxim’s smile froze. “Sorry, punch you?”

“Oh yes,” Dolphus said eagerly. “Longstanding tradition. Each time a new master is sworn in, they’d punch the head of my guild in the stomach. Goes all the way back to when we were the fools and jesters! Well, up until your ancestor got rid of fools. But we’ve kept the traditions alive. Masters of idiocy! That’s what we are. A proud, noble, jingling tradition! Please,” he implored, gesturing at his stomach, “have at it. My gut is quite soft.”

Maxim cleared his throat. “I ah…”

“Just punch him, Sparky,” Bitsy said.

Maxim frowned at her. “I really…”

“Is something wrong, my lord?” Dolphus asked with a quiver of his lip. “Did I do something to displease you? Whatever it is, I’m terribly sorry, my lord. Forgive me.”

“I um…”

Maxim glanced around. He sighed, then gave the man a firm blow in the gut.

Dolphus wheezed, legs buckling, the two women with him quickly supporting him. “Gnnn… Ah… Oh my… my lord, good shot,” he gasped. “Good… ha… show. Strong hook. My thanks, my lord. My greatest… thanks…”

“Are you alright?” Maxim asked.

“Never better… my lord!”

“You’re crying.”

“Tears of joy, no doubt,” Bitsy put in gleefully.

“Exactly… right,” Dolphus wheezed. “By… the way. Have you… met my daughter?”

Maxim glanced at the slim girl, who hastily curtsied, her bedroom eyes fluttering dark lashes. “Good evening, my lord,” she said, blushing.

“Lovely to meet you,” Maxim said quickly, trying to ignore the man doubled over and wheezing on her arm. “Ah, but I’d best greet the next guests. Would you mind helping your father inside? There’s some chairs over there…”

Though looking disappointed, the girl and the vampire helped the actor hobble away, vanishing in the crowd a moment later.

Bitsy grinned as they left. “I love this place!” she sighed happily.

Maxim didn’t reply, busy watching the man go.

Strange.

Though, stranger still was the fact that he’d come with a vampire as his number two. In fact, now that Maxim thought about it, it had seemed like a great many of the guests had come with a vampire hanger on. Peering out across the sea of people, they were easy to spot. They were paler than an Irish family’s reunion, and dressed in fashions that would be more at home in a museum.

He frowned thoughtfully. “Moira?” he called.

“Here, master,” a voice whispered over his shoulder.

He glanced back into the gloom and the woman whose uniform seemed more a part of the shadows than fabric. “Keep an eye on the vampire guests, won’t you?”

“Do you wish me to kill them, my lord?”

“Not… yet,” Maxim said guardedly. “I’d still like to try and get through tonight without giving the gravediggers more work.”

“Investing in the local economy, in my view,” Bitsy said.

“Of course, master,” Moira said with a deep curtsy, then peeked back up at him. “And speaking of,” she added coldly.

Maxim glanced back quickly, and sure enough Triana now swept up towards them with a flurry of skirts, lace, and style. Ravishing didn’t do her justice. She looked positively gorgeous with her strikingly pale skin, the ribbon on her neck, and the smile that showed the pearly brightness of her fangs. Her dress was form fitting and cut just short of being scandalous, but well enough to put her figure on display among the dark silk and lace.

“Lord Volt!” she exclaimed, taking Maxim’s hands and squeezing them affectionately. “Thank you ever so much for the invitation! I’ve just been dying to visit the castle again after so many, many years.”

“Yes, you mentioned that,” Maxim replied as he extracted his hands from her grip. He glanced past her. “So in the end, the Countess didn’t come?”

“Afraid not,” Triana sighed. “She hates parties if she’s not the one throwing them. By the way, have you seen Delia by chance?”

At that he frowned. “No, actually. I haven’t.”

“How strange,” Triana hummed, cocking her head with a puzzled expression. “I’d have thought she wouldn’t miss this for the world. Well, such is life. I’m sure she’ll turn up. Oh! Is that Claria? How delightful. Excuse me, won’t you?”

“Certainly,” Maxim said slowly, stepping aside and letting the vampiress brush past. He watched her go narrowly. Something about that little exchange sat poorly with him, and not just because of Triana’s flightiness. He idly stroked the dome of his cane, feeling the jolt of the lightning trapped within.

“Hr hrmph! Greetings, my lord.”

Maxim shook off his distraction as Clausewitz trundled through the doorway, the large man beaming happily, a young woman Maxim recognized as his daughter hanging off the fat man’s arm.

“Clausewitz, welcome,” Maxim said, shaking the large man’s hand. “Always a pleasure.”

“Indeed it is, my lord. Hr hrm. Indeed it is. Ah, and this is my darling daughter, Rebecca. Dear? Say hello to the master.”

“G-good evening,” she said, bobbing in a quick curtsy, which made her chest do some interesting things in her tight bodice.

Maxim endeavoured not to stare. “Lovely to see you again. How have you been since that unfortunate… adventure by the docks?”

“W-wasn’t so unfortunate,” she said, blushing and failing to meet his eyes. She peeked up at him. “I’m glad you remembered.”

“Hard to forget,” he told her.

She pinked even further and glanced back down. Clausewitz positively glowed with pleasure as he patted her on the back, but before they could go Maxim forestalled them.

“Clausewitz?” he asked, dropping his voice. “Have you seen Delia lately?”

The burgomaster frowned. “Why, yes, as a matter of fact, my lord. Hr hrm. Yes. She visited my home a few days ago. Had some questions about vampires and such, but didn’t say anything else.”

“Haven’t spotted her more recently?”

“Afraid not. Hr hrm. No. Why? Has something happened?”

“Not that I’ve heard. It’s probably nothing. Please, both of you. Enjoy the party.”

Clausewitz drew himself up with pride. “Hr hrm hrmf. Gladly, my lord. Gladly. Come, Rebecca. Hr hrm.”

The second they were gone Bitsy nudged Maxim playfully. “Sparky, you dog! That girl has it bad for you.”

“I don’t see why,” he protested. “I’ve only met her twice.”

“Oh yeah. And the first time you were rescuing her from a vicious gangster in his butcher shop lair. Women notoriously haaate that,” she snarked.

Maxim sighed. “Dear God,” he groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. “No wonder I have a reputation…”

And indeed he did. After he finished greeting the last arrival and tried to mingle, he was almost instantly swarmed by guests, all of whom were delighted to attend. Loved the ambiance. And by the way, had he met their daughter/niece/cousin? Lovely young woman. Quite pretty and with such excellent prospects! Clever, with a real skill for managing people and would surely be a proper terror to the countryside. And with some truly impressive… tracts of land. Would he care to dance later? It was a party.

His only break from the mingling was when Tabitha fetched him and began some of the rituals of the evening. At least, the ones he’d been willing to do. There’d been no buckets of blood splashed across the stage. No sacrificing of a maiden on the black altar. But one thing he’d been unable to deflect was the dances, and he found himself very popular indeed.

One after the next he found himself spinning about the floor with lovely young women, all of whom were eager to flutter their lashes and assure him of their virtues, which were implied to be easy. He was shocked at one point to find himself leaving his partner and finding Katarina in his arms, the werewolf delighted as they slowly moved about the glittering floor among the rest of the dancers.

“Mate dance well,” she said happily.

“Thank you. You do too,” he said, more surprised than anything. “Did you train?”

“No. Just good at watching. And quick feet,” she said, grinning happily, wagging tail thwacking a few other dancers as they waltzed past.

Maxim shook his head. “You are just full of surprises, Katarina.”

The werewolf grinned gleefully.

“By the way,” Maxim said as the song began to wind down. “Have you seen Delia around?”

“Not for days,” the werewolf said, cocking her head. “Why? Is townie missing?”

“Maybe,” Maxim said. “No one seems to have seen her. Could you keep an eye out?”

“Me do,” she said. “And if find, brushings?”

Maxim rolled his eyes. “Sure. Brushings.”

Katarina beamed, and then the song was over, and soon so were the dancing. With a final bow to his final partner, Maxim managed to slip out of the crowds, though he still made his rounds, making himself be seen and, surreptitiously, asking about Delia. Yet still nothing. He even asked the gremlins, who’d squeaked the negative and resumed playing their instruments, wandering with trays of drinks and food, and generally keeping the party going.

Retreating to a shadowy corner with some wine, Maxim scanned the party fretfully. “Where is she?” he muttered into his glass.

“Master?”

“Hm?” Maxim blinked and turned his head as Moira drifted out of the shadows. “Yes, Moira?”

“It is time,” she said, looking skyward to the domed ceiling.  “The hour has come. And so the ceremony must begin.”

Maxim blinked, looking up through the high windows, where the moon could just be seen, its gibbous glow breaking through even the endless sea of dark clouds that wreathed the castle at seemingly all times. His eyes drifted over to the stage, and saw Tabitha nervously pacing near the wings. She’d dressed up well for the event, he couldn’t help but notice. Gone was the grandmotherly gown and shawl that hid her figure. Now, she wore a dress that looked more like spiderwebs, her hair done up and charms of silver hung off her. She looked mysterious. Tantalizing. He’d noticed, with some satisfaction, some of the young ladies in attendance had been watching her with great interest.

So, it was finally time. Maxim drew himself up, adjusting his lapels and jacket. “Well,” he said, handing his wine glass to Moira. “Let’s do it.”

And he crossed the floor and towards the stage.


Ch. 29 Ring the Damn Bell

As Maxim walked the lights around the room dimmed, the music fading, and he heard the conversation of the guests ebb, save the whispers that skittered among the rafters like mice or, more likely, some watching gremlins. Maxim stole a glance up, and indeed saw a number of red eyes looking down from up there, but in Grimmwald, that could mean a number of things.

But even the whispers ceased when his foot hit the stage, the sound seeming to echo louder than it should have.

Well, here it is, Maxim mused as he walked towards Tabitha, who drew herself up in all her witchy glory. The big one. Maxim wasn’t one for stage fright. He’d often extolled the virtues of his experiments before a crowd. And his time in the surgical theater had been hugely popular, even though the front rows rarely got wet. Yet it was different now. Somehow more impressive. Important for that moment as he stood before Tabitha and the book of dubious leather. As the witch smiled and opened the latch with a snapping sound like the break of bone.

“Hark!” she said, her voice carrying far in the acoustically attuned room. “Hark, ye innocent and guilty both. Hark, ye subjects of the lands of Grimm! Behold, for your master has come! Your despot has arrived! Under his feet shall be crushed the skulls of his enemies. May the world tremble and cower with fear. May his name inspire terror in the hears of his foes! For the Master of Grimmwald shall now be named!”

Maxim straightened as she turned to him and held forth the book. “Place your hand upon it, my lord.”

Maxim did so.

“Maximilian Volt,” Tabitha declared solemnly. “Do you swear to uphold the traditions of your forefathers? Do you promise to lay claim to this land? To defend this castle to your death and those of your enemies?”

“I do.”

“Do you swear to rule with malice and despotism? To tyrannize and strike fear so the souls of your enemies quail? Do you promise to slaughter those who dare defy you? To torture and despoil those who dare oppose you? To crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and to hear the lamentation of their women? To rule from this seat as a master without equal and honour your family name?”

Maxim grimaced at some of the word choices, but nodded. “I do.”

Tabitha spread forth her arms. “Then the oath is made. And now, the blood!”

She turned, and Katarina appeared on the other side of the stage. The werewolf grinned, carrying a pillow with an elaborate dark dagger on it. Maxim sighed. Well, he’d done his best, but Moira had been clear that some blood would need to be shed for this ceremony. And better this then the fountains of it some of the rituals in the book demanded.

The werewolf stopped beside the witch, and Tabitha picked up the blade, handing it to Maxim. He took it, admiring the ebony edge. Clean and sharp. He brought it to his palm and drew a thin cut. Then, holding his hand above the book, he squeezed his fist.

Blood pearled down, dripping onto the black cover, absorbed almost instantly with a faint hissing sound. Tabitha nodded. “The blood is offered. The blood is known. And so, by the powers of old, I declare you, Maximilian Volt, the Master of Grimmwald, and all that it can take and hold. Now kneel!” she declared, spinning to face the crowd, casting her hand before them. “Kneel before your master! Kneel before you ruler! Kneel and swear your fealty to the Master of Grimmwald!”

Maxim turned towards the shadow shrouded room, watching as all those present did as commanded. Like a wave they knelt, bowed, or curtsied, the movement slow and hushed. The meaning of that moment impressing heavily upon all present. The sight filled Maxim with mixed feelings. A glow of pride burning in his chest, a glee at the sign of subservience, and a shame at those feelings once he recognized them.

“And now,” Tabitha declared with a sweeping gesture, slamming shut the tome with a note of finality and, perhaps, a faint whisper of ghostly voices, “the master shall go forth, and ring the Bell of Grimm! So all beyond this room shall know that he has come, and every heart shall fear what futures he brings!”

Maxim turned to find Moira waiting for him near the back of the stage and holding a glowing lamp. The maid dipped into a curtsy, her gesture inviting him into a dark doorway behind her. One which Maxim was sure hadn’t been there before. Though, given the number of secret passages that honeycombed Grimmwald, he wouldn’t put it past it always being there, and only revealed now.

…Maybe.

With grim dignity, he stepped into the darkness while Moira took the lead, the lonely lamp in her hand barely illuminating the passage they walked into. Especially as, with a boom of dread finality, the door closed behind them, and locked them deep in shadows.

The path climbed into darkness. And not your ordinary, everyday darkness. No. This was a Grimmwald darkness. A special kind of deep, seeping blackness that felt thick as oily water; where secrets lurked, things whispered, and no doubt wished grave bodily harm, possibly from beyond the grave. Yet, like most creatures of the dark, they dared not emerge into even the meager light of the lamp. Or, perhaps it had more to do with the one who carried it. Maxim wasn’t too sure.

All he knew was that he gripped his cane tightly, his eyes searching the pitiless void for any sign as he stuck close to Moira. But not even an eye peeked from the suffocating black.

Though now and then, he did hear… slithering.

Moira suddenly stopped before another door and pushed it open, and Maxim dared breathe again, and tried not to quicken his step as they walked out into some light. They stood at the base of a tower, the floor and walls inlaid with pictograms that looked incredibly old, though buggered if he knew what they said. Torches fluttered in sconces all around them, and in the middle of the floor, Maxim noticed what looked like the stone slab of a graven trap door, while above were steps which climbed up into the tower, and from which he heard the faint click and whirr of machinery.

Maxim looked up the stairs, then turned to Moira, who smiled encouragingly.

“Good luck, master,” she said.

“Not coming with?” he asked wryly.

“I cannot,” she said regretfully. “Only the master of the castle may ascend the tower. I may enter it but once.”

“Once?”

“Yes, master,” Moira told him, an almost wistful expression on her face as she looked up the spiraling steps. “As you ascend to ring the bell announcing your claiming of Grimmwald, so shall I ascend when you die, and ring it once more to tell the world that you have departed. And that, for now, men might sleep in peace, for your dark reign has ended.”

“A comfort to many over the years, no doubt,” Maxim noted.

“Very much, master,” Moira agreed. “I wish you luck, and long life indeed.”

Maxim nodded, then turned and began to climb.

It was quiet on the stairs. He moved slowly, and it was strange, yet he seemed to feel the weight of responsibility grow heavy on him with every step.

This was it.

Really, it was it.

With this, he would become the true master of Grimmwald. Yes, his name was on the deed and everything, and people treated him as their ruler, but as Moira had said, it was tradition which bound him to it and its past. Which gave the people the security and feeling of place. Everything he did came with the weight of centuries behind him. All his authority was vested in that. In this moment. This act.

How strange, Maxim mused as he passed through a great stone chamber filled with arcane mechanisms, the immense gearworks of a clocktower clicking all around him as he climbed higher and higher. Divorced of all else, it was just the ringing of a bell. And yet, it was so much more to everyone, including him. An incredible thing to think. Remarkable, really. Such was the strength of tradition.

Another set of spiraling stairs of steel met him, and Maxim climbed yet higher. Now wiring escorted him on his path, and Maxim realized that he was climbing through phases of the castle. Layers upon layers built upon each other like sediment, and he suddenly remembered the locked trap door in the room where Moira had left him. How deep did Grimmwald’s foundations go? How old, truly, was the castle?

He shivered.

The clicking of machinery was all around him. Hemming him in with whirring teeth. He spotted an opening awaiting at the top of the stairs, and Maxim stepped through.

The chill of high-altitude wind swept into him despite his waistcoat, and he found himself in a large steeple sitting at the apex of one of Grimmwald’s highest towers. There was an open space about the circumference of the floor, and before him hung the great, black bell.

It was an immense thing, made all of a metal so dark it looked like it had been dipped in oil. Carvings threaded their way around it. Strange symbols that drew his eye and yet repelled it with a sort of morbid fascination, like looking at the latest disaster of an experiment from the Darwinian society. Maxim couldn’t make sense of them. And yet, strange to say, he felt a curious kinship to it. A feeling that both drew and repelled him.

Maxim slowly approached the bell, the wind seeming to whisper as it slid around the pillars which hemmed him in. He looked to the wall and saw the hammer he’d retrieved from the fountain waiting on a pair of hooks like some very dull ancestral sword.

Turning his steps, he moved to it and lifted up the hammer from its cradle. Despite its size, it felt oddly light. He hefted it, staring at the designs which ran across it. Ones which he now realized echoed the more elaborate ones on the Grimmbell. Maxim turned back to the great black thing where it hung, waiting.

Whispering.

Maxim fitted his hands around the hammer’s handle and stepped up to the bell. Thirteen rings, he knew. He raised the hammer, hesitated for a moment, then grit his teeth, drew his arms back again, and brought the hammer around.

BONG.

The sound thrummed through him and the tower. A note of deep reverberation that echoed in the very stones. Maxim gasped, shivering, then drew back and swung again.

BONG.

Again that thrum, more powerful than the first. Vibrating through the castle. Thunder rumbled like an awakening giant. Not far, several bolts of lightning blazed down, slamming into several claw-like lightning rods.

BONG.

BONG.

BONG.

With every blow another blast of lightning crashed. The thunderous booms seemed to spark and blaze about the tower. Lightning arcing in the air. The storm growling as it deepened and rumbled. Swirling like a cyclone above the castle.

BONG.

BONG.

BONG.

Maxim swung, every blow resonating around him. He realized he was smiling. Grinning. Laughing as he swung again. Vitality surged through him. Energy boiled within him. He felt alive. God, he felt more than alive!

BONG.

BONG.

BONG.

Maxim laughed madly, the sound echoing with the boom of the bell. Again he swung.

BONG.

He felt every fiber of his being vibrate in sympathy to the ring of the bell. His grin was wild. Crazed. He felt energized. Powerful. Incredible!

One more.

One more!

He swung.

BOOOOOOONG!

The sound was so powerful it broke through the rain, blasting it away. A great crash of lightning fell from the black heavens, hitting every rod across the castle at once, the crackle and boom lost in the silence that followed that last great tolling of the Grimmbell. A sound that carried across the valley. Further. A note that seemed strong enough to ring across the world. To warn them that Grimmwald had a new master.

And he was coming.

Maxim let the hammer sag in his grasp, his chest heaving, excitement burning in his veins and twanging in his arms and muscles. Fading slowly as he stood there, panting.

And yet, not completely.

Strange to say, Maxim felt like that sound still thrummed within him. Echoing in his chest and bones. Like the whole castle was a part of him now. That he was more than the man who had ascended the dark tower and took up the hammer.

It felt… good.

Maxim stood there for a long moment, soaking in what had happened. Then, almost reluctantly, he turned and made his way to the hammer’s cradle. He hung up the great black tool, his hand lingering on the onyx metal before he took them away.

Then, turning, the master of Grimmwald descended the tower once more.


Ch. 30 Fangs for Nothing

Maxim reached the clockwork chamber and slowed, frowning. Something in the air felt… off. He peered about curiously, flashes of lightning flickering through the great face of the clock and across the room, casting the sawtooth shadow of gears and chains in stark relief. His grip tightened on his cane.

“Who’s there?” he called.

“Me… my lord.”

Maxim turned and spotted Delia standing near the shadows of some clicking gearworks. He sighed in relief. “There you are, Delia!” he exclaimed, starting towards her. “I was wondering where you’d gotten to all night. We…”

He paused, eyes narrowing. There was something about Delia. The stillness of her. The way her eyes were dim and her expression strangely blank.

“Delia?” he said, thumb sliding down towards the trigger of his cane. “Are you alright?”

“Absolutely, my scrumptious delight. She’s doing wonderfully.”

Maxim started as the Countess seemed to bleed from the shadows behind his seneschal, a cherubic smile on the vampire’s face as her hand came to rest on Delia’s shoulder.

“Countess Margarita,” Maxim said, straightening, jaw tightening. “What are you doing here? I thought you weren’t attending.”

“Oh I’m not. Not at all, my lord. I’ll be leaving momentarily,” the Countess crooned as she drifted around Delia, smiling genially. “But before I did, I wanted to have another chat with you.”

“Did you?” he asked, his eyes flicking back to Delia, who swayed like a reed in the breeze, her face twitching. “And came with Delia?”

“She was so helpful ensuring I found my way in. This whole place is simply a maze, my lord. And I dearly wanted to be here right on time,” the Countess purred. “Couldn’t risk hanging about this tower all night, and dear Delia already knows so many hidden ways into the castle. Hidden from even eyes that never blink.” The Countess glanced back at the young woman. “Thank you, Delia. You’ve been ever so helpful.”

Maxim glanced at his seneschal, whose face spasmed.

Eyes narrowing, Maxim turned back to the Countess, his thumb subtly cranking up the charge in his cane. “And just what did you need to talk about?”

“Why, to congratulate you on your success of course!” the Countess said proudly, fluttering her fan. “How delighted I am to hear the ringing of the bell. Oh, how it takes me back. And such a turnout! Why, I hadn’t imagined you’d be able to get so many to come up here to do this little ritual. But what a wonderful one it has been. A tremendous success in cementing your rule over the valley. None will question it now.”

“Thank you,” Maxim replied coolly, turning slowly to keep the vampire in view. “Is that all, then?”

“Oh no,” the Countess tittered, her head tilted coquettishly as her fan flicked before her face. “No, not at all. I’m here to offer you another piece of advice, my lord. A word of caution. Never trust in your own power alone.”

“Oh?”

“Oh yes,” she said, nodding slowly, her fan fluttering, her eyes gleaming in the dark. “As I know only too well. You see,” she sighed, continuing to circle him, “I’ve been mulling over what you said when you visited me in my estate. Such words. Such vigour! And such truth. It is a new world. A brave new one, as your darling bard once said. Such a clever man. Terribly clever. But the future snuck upon us in the Court, and I intend to weather it.”

“How wise,” Maxim said stiffly.

“But I know the risk too, my sweet boy,” she added, glancing at him from the corner of her eye, her smile turning bitter. “And I have no intention of standing by, helpless, as the world moves around me. Nor will I risk my future on the whims of another. I will have my destiny in my own hands. And be beholden to no one. And that requires… control…”

Maxim was getting a very bad feeling about where this was going. “Is that why you had Triana propose to me?” he asked.

The Countess pouted. “It was. And what a naughty boy you were for rejecting her. Simply broke her heart, the sweet girl. And really now, how could you reject her? She’s so lovely. So charming! It’s how I raised her, before I turned her, the little ragamuffin.”

“I like to keep my options open,” Maxim said. “But I would be happy to work together, should our interests align.”

“And there it is,” the Countess sighed, stopping and turning to face him, her smile wane, her ruby eyes glittering. “You are an independent soul, Maximilian Volt. And I can respect that. But I won’t like it. I do so love this region,” she said, looking about the chamber they found themselves in. “This castle. This country. Even weakened, Grimmwald cannot be ignored. It’s the lynchpin of so much. Trade. Power. Influence. Tradition. The only problem,” she added with another calculating look at him, “is the masters are so terribly independent. And I cannot allow that.”

She moved with blinding speed for so large a woman. One moment she was across the room, then a crimson blur was before him. Maxim swung up his crackling lightning cane but the Countess grabbed his wrist with alarming ease, wrenching it over his head. Her face was an inch from his, her smile sharp. Maxim grit his teeth, but as she squeezed with unholy strength his hand convulsed, nervelessly dropping his cane with a clatter to the floor.

“I cannot allow that,” the Countess reiterated, her voice a purr. “You seem like such a nice boy, but I will not be at the mercy of another ever again, Maximilian Volt.”

“So you’ll kill me?” he bit out, glaring down defiantly into her eyes.

The Countess trilled with amusement. “Oh no no! Not at all. Far more useful having you on the throne, dear Maximilian. But I do not seek an ally,” she hummed, her hand reaching up, stroking his neck, Maxim wincing from her finger as it lingered on his pulsing vein. “No. But a puppet would satisfy me most definitely. Ah,” she breathed, her tongue sliding hungrily along her lips. “And what a charming one you shall be. Far better than that dreary uncle of yours. Yes. I think you shall enjoy it, my darling. In fact,” she said, tilting his neck further, her tongue sliding along her fangs hungrily, “I guarantee it…”

“Moira!” Maxim shouted.

“She cannot help you here,” the Countess purred. “Your… creature cannot hear us in this tower. It was where your uncle hid when he wanted to avoid the castle’s eyes. Poor man. Such a coward. But you will not need to fear her, Maxim, my darling. Nor will I,” she breathed as thunder boomed beyond the tower. “For you are mine…”

Maxim tensed as she leaned in, her fangs grazing his neck.

The sound of the gunshot rang through the room. The Countess’s head snapped back, her eyes crossing to stare at the bloody hole in her forehead. Maxim looked with shock over his shoulder to see Delia there, swaying, her eyes dim, glassy, yet the smoking gun in her hand aimed unerringly at the Countess.

The vampire let out a hiss. “Oh, you stupid little b-”

Again the pistol barked, another bullet thudding into the Countess’s head. The vampire jerked, stumbling back a step, releasing Maxim’s wrist. Another shot sent her reeling.

Delia’s teeth were grit, her face pale and sweat dripping from her brow with effort as her finger convulsed on the trigger again and again, her steps stumbling to stand beside Maxim, still pulling the trigger even as her pistol clicked, empty.

The Countess stopped, bent nearly backwards, only for her to straighten with a creak and crack of bones. Blood snaked their way from nearly a dozen holes in her face, yet the injuries already smoked, veins bulging as the wounds healed, spent round pushed back out the holes to clatter to the stone floor.

“Darling muffin,” the Countess crooned viciously, her tongue licking up a trickle of blood. “Did you really think that would work?”

“How about this?” Maxim demanded, snatching up his cane, the head blazing with lighting as his thumb jerked the dial to max. The Countess hissed and surged at him, once more inhumanely fast.

But not lightning fast.

The head of Maxim’s cane slammed into the Countess’s expansive chest, a blast of blue electricity scorching the room, blasting into the vampire. A shriek of pain and rage escaped the monster even as she was hurled across the tower, her scarlet dress ripped apart as she smashed into and through a mass of mechanisms. Gears broke, falling, grinding and groaning as the ticking of the tower came to a slow, shuddering halt.

Maxim lowered his cane, panting. Delia gave a shudder, her legs giving way under her. Lurching to her side, Maxim caught his seneschal as she swooned into his arm, gasping and trembling.

“My lord,” Delia gasped, sobbing, one hand clutching his jacket for support. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry…”

“It’s okay,” he assured her. “Delia, it’s alright. I promise.”

“Ssssss!”

Maxim stiffened and looked back towards where the Countess had crashed, His eyes widened as he saw her move, wrenching herself out of the ruins of some clicking gears. Her gown was tattered, her skin charred and scarred, but was already healing like nothing had happened.

“Oh you naughty, naughty brats!” the large woman seethed with a snarl, crouched among the ruined gears like a huge pale rat. “You will pay for that!”

Maxim jerked his cane back up, but the Countess leaped impossibly high, landing on the wall and clinging to it like a lizard. She hissed, skin growing taut against inhuman bones with hate, her body beginning to bulge.

Grow.

Maxima and Delia stared in horror as the vampiress swelled, her skin splitting, fur growing across her arms, her fingers becoming claws. Her face stretched around the bones like the monster hidden in her flesh was tearing free at long last

“Oh hell,” Maxim breathed, retreating towards the stairs. He triggered his cane, a bolt of lightning searing across the room and smashing again into the Countess. She howled in pain, yet still the transformation wracked her, the lightning dissipating and her wounds healing with a hiss.

Not good.

Grabbing Delia, Maxim spun about and raced back up the stairs. Metal crashed and he dared look back to see the Countess surging after them, no longer a portly woman, but some monstrous blending of a wolf and bat.

“Shit!” Maxim cursed as the monster tore her way up the steps after them, the metal shuddering as it bent under her weight. He and Delia burst into the room of wires and both of them grabbed the trap door and slammed it down, Maxim throwing the massive bolt that held it shut.

He stepped back as the door shuddered under an immense impact. A howl of fury coming from beneath it.

“That won’t hold her,” Delia gasped.

“No, Maxim agreed grimly. “We need to get to the lab in the east wing. My weapons are there, and the solar bomb. If we can get that-”

“Tally ho!”

Oh dear God.

Maxim turned sharply as a window shattered, Wesley swinging in on the end of a rope before landing with a thump, jumping back to his feet and drawing his sword and pistol with a flourish.

“Yes!” the boisterous hero declared. “‘Tis I! And I have come to at last put an end to your evil, Maximilian Volt!”

“Wesley, this is not a good time!” Maxim cried.

“It’s never a good time for justice to be delivered to you villains! Now, prepare yourself for-”

The trap door shattered and the Countess heaved her bulk into the room with a snarl, her beady red eyes locking unerringly onto Maxim, her fangs bared in fury.

Maxim hissed in frustration as he found himself between the hero and the monstrous vampire, his mind going a mile a minute. For a moment no one moved, everyone’s eyes darting between each other as they tried to make sense of this arrangement.

And suddenly, Maxim smiled.

“Yes!” he declared, grinning madly as he pulled Delia tight against himself. “So, you have found me, Wesley Malevola, Gentlemen Adventurer! But it will do you no good! For you’re too late to stop me! There!” Maxim cried, pointing at the hero and looking at the vampiress. “Kill him, my creature! Your master commands it!”

The Countess’s monstrous head cocked, confusion writ plain on her face.

“Oh ho!” Wesley bellowed, gleefully turning his attention to the monster. “So! You think this creature is enough to stop me? Then you do not know Wesley Malevola! Have at you, foul fiend!”

“What-?” the Countess rasped, then howled, staggering back in pain as a blast of explosive gunfire burst against her face.

“Tally ho!” Wesley bellowed, charging the Countess, sword held low, still firing his massive pistol, pelting her with exploding shot.

The Countess reeled back, an arm and tattered wing raised defensively as the bullets pounded into her. She snarled, lunging forward and slashing for the hero as he came near, only to miss wide, her claws gouging great gashes out of the stone floor as Wesley ducked beneath her guard, grabbed her pelt and swung his way up onto her back, plunging his sword into her side.

“Rrryaaaaa!” the Countess shrieked in agony, rearing up and twisting savagely this way and that to try and dislodge the man on her.

“Wow,” Delia breathed as she watched.

“Yes, he’s quite good at that. Now come on!” Maxim shouted, dragging the startled Delia towards the next set of stairs.

They took them two at a time, Delia recovering from her initial shock and racing alongside Maxim. They soon reached the top of the tower. The storm still raged, flashes of lightning booming in the distance, casting long bars of shadows from the pillars. The Grimmbell loomed large in the blackness of the night as Maxim and Delia hurried towards the edge.

“Do you have your grapple gun?” Maxim asked her.

“Of course,” she said.

“Good. We should be able to use it to get to the east wing and from there…”

He skidded to a halt as three figures glided out from among the pillars.

Triana stood there, idly swirling a glass of wine, smirking. Two lesser vampires Maxim recognized as guests who had come with guild masters flanked her, looking hungry.

“You have got to be joking,” Maxim gasped.

“Afraid not, my lord,” Triana said mildly as she tossed her glass over her shoulder and off the tower. “The Countess asked us to wait up here just in case.” She smiled thinly. “She’s very thorough.”

“Yes,” one of the two other vampires said, stalking forward. “The Countess demands you stay.”

“And it will be arranged,” the other lesser vampire hissed, the skin of their faces tightening over the bone, red eyes blazing. Maxim tensed raising his cane as the vampires took another step forward.

Then both lurched, arching with a rasping gasp as fully a foot of a wooden spike bloomed from their chests.

Maxim and Delia stared as the pair shrieked, skin igniting like gas-soaked paper, ashes and blackened bones swept away into the night, leaving Triana standing there with two blood-soaked stakes. The vampiress looked at them mildly, then tossed them aside with a clatter.

“There we are,” she purred.

“Why?” Maxim asked, stunned.

The vampiress laughed throatily. “Oh please, Maxim. Surely you don’t think I’d be satisfied serving the Countess for all eternity? No no. But then,” she added with an amused look, “I’d be a fool to play my cards too early.”

“So you’ll help us?” Maxim asked.

“Not much more, I’m afraid,” she said with an airy shrug. “I fear I cannot go against my sire. But,” she added, reaching into her gown, “I did happen to pick up a little something. Consider it a parting gift,” she said, tossing it to him.

Maxim caught it, looking in amazement at the copper sphere of the solar bomb.

“Bye,” Triana said, stepped back, and vanished over the lip of the tower.

“...Strange woman,” Maxim noted.

“She is that,” Delia agreed.

The floor behind them burst open with a crash of masonry, the Countess’s monstrous bulk heaving through it and into the tower. The massive vampire howled with fury, Wesley clinging among her fur, bloodied and scratched yet still stabbing into her.

“Have at you, fiend!” the mustachioed hero bellowed as he drove his sword into her again.

The Countess grabbed at him, writhing and finally managed to get a hold of his jacket. With a snarl she flung him off her and across the tower. With a bang Wesley smashed into the Grimmbell, which didn’t move an inch, even as the gentleman adventurer flopped to the floor and lay there, groaning in agony.

But the vampiress wasn’t looking at him. Her bloodshot eyes had refocused on Maxim and Delia. Her maw split open with a howl of utter rage and she flung herself at them.

Maxim pulled Delia her flush against his side. With his other hand he grabbed the grapple gun, and holding the woman tight, he leaped off the tower.

Wind ripped at his coat as the pair of them plummeted through the night. The railing and balcony behind them gave way as the Countess hurled herself after them, smashing carelessly through the tastefully gothic stonework, her claws missing the pair by a hair.

As the wind screamed past him, Maxim swung up the grapple gun and fired. The hook soared, catching a jutting gargoyle as they dropped.

Maxim squeezed the halting trigger, the rope smoking as their weight and momentum dragged them, slowing them into a long, soaring swing. A wall loomed ahead, a window of stained glass barred their way. The pair held each other tight, bracing as they hit it.

With a shattering sound the glass gave in, and both Maxim and Delia tumbled through into a dust-choked study. They hit the floor, rolling among shards of reds, blues, and greens, and only stopped when they hit a bookcase with a bang.

Agony ripped through Maxim at the impact. He bit back a cry of pain as he came to a halt, Delia groaning beneath him. Head spinning, Maxim raised his head, spotting the solar bomb where it had flown from his grasp, lying some distance away. He moved to reach for it.

Just before the Coutness’s winged bulk burst through the window, and her clawed foot crushed the intricate device like an egg.

Maxim winced and looked up to the vampiress looming in the middle of the room, lightning spitting the air behind her, her red eyes cold and cruel, her huge wings slowly folding around her like a fleshy cape as she straightened.

“Nowhere to run now, Lord Volt,” she said, her guttural voice a cruel croon like a cat’s on finding an unguarded nest of baby birds. Her heel ground into the mechanism. “Nowhere to hide.”

Maxim looked up, and confirmed it was so. The shadowy figures of other vampires fluttered into the room like ravens, gathering about their dark mistress. Red eyes gleamed all around them, and lips curled with fangs. Maxim recognized them all as the vampires who’d come with the guests. Every one of them had to be there, and blocking every potential exit.

Slowly, Maxim heaved himself to his feet, Delia fighting to her own at his side, her face set with grim determination as she drew a slim knife from her belt.

“No more escapes,” the Countess hissed as she staked towards them. “No more interruptions. No more cunning little devices. It’s over. You’re going to die now, Lord Volt. But first I’ll drain dear Delia right in front of you. Drink her dry and make you watch. And then,” she said, baring her fangs in sadistic glee. “Then it will be your turn!”

Maxim looked around the room and the vampires surrounding them.

And then he began to laugh.

Delia stared up at him, and even the Countess’s face twisted in annoyance. “And just what is so funny?” she demanded.

“W-why, we’re in the castle,” Maxim chuckled, grinning widely at the vampiress. “Oh Moira!”

“Yes, master?”

The words seeped from behind him. Slithered among the shadows and bookcases. Still facing the Countess, Maxim had a marvelous view of the sudden switch in the monster’s expression. All mirth vanished. Her eyes widened and her face somehow found a new level of paleness despite her fur.

Glancing back, Maxim understood the feeling. Moira stood behind him, her eyes lidded but burning with an ill yellow glow. The shadows around her writhed and shifted, seeming to spread like someone had spilled black ink onto the canvas of the world.

“Moira,” Maxim said affably. “We appear to have some uninvited guests. Would you be so kind as to deal with them?”

Moira smiled the kind of smile that sent ice water into one’s veins. “Of course, master,” she said with a delicate curtsy. “With the greatest of pleasure.”

A bang like a gunshot sounded as the shutters of every window suddenly slammed shut one by one, the vampires in the room jumping and looking about in sudden uncertainty. All but the Countess, whose eyes never strayed for a moment from the monochrome maid.

“I would be obliged, master, if you and your seneschal closed your eyes,” Moira said, her voice a whisper in Maxim’s ear. Yet strange. Distorted. Like something with a few too many mouths and far too many teeth was speaking. “The master need not see how the help dispatches his commands.”

If he was a bit more of a madman, Maxim might have kept his eyes open.

But he was still sane enough to close them tight.

There was a rushing sound from behind him.

And then there came a great many terrible screams.

Maxim tensed, holding Delia close to him, burying her face in his chest. Many of the sounds he heard made little sense, save the cracking of bone and shrieks of agony. He did hear the Countess, her haughty and energetic voice broken, whimpering and pleading for mercy. By the scream it devolved into, none had been forthcoming.

And then, there came a great and terrible silence.

“It is done, master.”

A shiver rippled over his skin at those simple words whispered in his ear. Maxim opened his eyes and looked about the room.

Nothing remained of the vampires. Not a drop of blood. Not a strip of clothing. Not even a patch of fur. It was as if nothing at all had happened. Even some of the bookcases had been righted and looked to have been dusted.

“Good God,” Delia breathed, clutching him.

Maxim cleared his throat and looked at the maid. “Well done, Moira,” he said sincerely. “Excellent work.”

“Of course, master,” she said, dipping into a curtsy. “I exist to serve. Shall we return to the party, then? The guests have been growing somewhat anxious.”

“That… sounds like an excellent idea,” Maxim said, looking down at Delia. “Don’t you agree?”

His seneschal smiled shakily, but with utter relief. “Yes, my lord,” she said. “That sounds wonderful indeed.”


Epilogue

Maxim had been surprised at first to learn that Grimmwald had an infirmary.

“Why would we not?” Moira had asked, puzzled. “All of your ancestors understood the necessity of healing the injured. Many made great strides in the field of medicine. There is a limit to torturing one’s victims before you’d have to heal them or kill them. And where’s the entertainment in too quick a death?”

A fine point. But now, as he stood outside the door, Maxim hesitated to enter.

“I must say, Bitsy,” Wesley’s voice reached him through the thick wood, “I find it all awfully convenient.”

“Oh shut up, Wesley,” Bitsy’s voice snapped back. “You’re the last one who should be talking about that. I remember you telling me about how the only reason you survived a poisoning in Egypt from a horde of cobra-men was because you, ‘conveniently,’ had the perfect antidote hidden in the band of your hat.”

“Hardly a contrivance, dear sister. Every man of action and adventure should keep a few antidotes hidden about their person, just in case.”

“You are impossible, Wesley!”

Maxim felt a smile and hastily smoothed his features before he opened the door and stepped inside.

Conversation at once ceased and both Wesley and Bitsy turned his way. Wesley was firmly ensconced in a bed, straps holding him down. An arm was wrapped in a cast along with a leg, but at the sight of Maxim he nonetheless tried to lurch upright, thrusting an accusing finger of his good hand at Maxim.

“You!” he bellowed. “Tyrant! You shall-”

His shout ended in a yelp as Bitsy rapped a fist on her brother’s bandaged leg. “Oh shut up, Wesley! Or do I have to remind you the only reason you’re not dead yet is because Sparky decided to heal you rather than toss you down a ravine to rot, like he should have!”

“I’d have crawled out to end him nonetheless!” Wesley boomed.

Unfortunately, Maxim rather suspected the man might have.

“How is our patient doing?” he asked Bitsy instead.

“An idiot and a moron,” she scoffed, glaring at her brother before her eyes drifted back to Maxim. “But he’ll be fine in a few days, unfortunately. I still think we should have just shot him and stuck him in a shallow grave.”

“Sister! How could you?” Wesley cried, looking genuinely wounded.

“Oh shut up! I’d have happily pulled the trigger too,” Bitsy snapped back, but Maxim caught the tenderness in her eyes, and he felt again a pang of envy. For though he knew that Bitsy would berate and insult her brother, she still loved him. And Wesley’s efforts, as incredibly and frustratingly misaimed as they were, came from a position of care for his sister.

“Good to hear,” Maxim said, striding forward and looking Wesley up and down. “Bitsy? Would you mind giving me a moment with him?”

“You going to cut his throat?” Bitsy asked.

“No. No. I just want to have a talk with him. One where he isn’t trying to shoot me in the face.”

Bitsy snorted. “Probably your one chance,” she said, but rose nonetheless. As she passed him, she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “But thanks, Sparky,” she murmured. “For not killing him.”

“Must you kiss him in my presence?” Wesley grumbled.

Bitsy glanced back at her brother, smirked, then wrapped an arm around Maxim’s neck, hauled herself up, and pressed her lips passionately to his.

Maxim chuckled, and returned the kiss with gusto, his hand moving around Bitsy’s waist, squeezing her petite frame against him. A moan of pleasure and passion escaped his assistant, one of her legs rising daintily, showing off a flash of thigh, which was probably a bit excessive for Maxim’s taste, but quite good for his ego.

With a wet smack Bitsy broke the kiss, giving her fuming brother a sidelong smirk. “If you need me, just give a shout. I’m willing and able to suck you off right in front of him, Sparky.”

“Oh I say!” Wesley roared.

“I think we’ll leave it at that,” Maxim said, patting her rump.

Bitsy winked at him, then disentangled herself from his arms and sashayed out the door, shutting it behind her.

Unable to help himself, Maxim’s eyes didn’t look away from her rump until she was gone. Only then did he turn to Wesley, who glared at him.

“So,” Maxim said, walking up to the other man. “You’ll be healed up soon, which is good. Which means you can leave and don’t take it the wrong way,” Maxim added with a hard smile, “but I hope I never see you again.”

Wesley said nothing, still glaring. Finally, he growled and looked away.

“I am… willing to perhaps consider the fact that though you are an irredeemable tyrant, monster, and villain of the highest order, you are perhaps not the worst out in the world today.”

“How flattering,” Maxim said flatly.

Wesley nodded soberly, immune to sarcasm. “Indeed. And though I do believe my sister has been seduced and led astray from the path of righteousness and good by your lusts and corruption, I am also willing to entertain the idea she does, in fact, love you.”

Now that was a surprising admission. “Really?” Maxim asked. “You don’t think I’m controlling her using some sort of fungus? Or witchcraft? Or perhaps some powder made from the bodies of dead Egyptian kings?”

Wesley scoffed. “Of course not! Everyone knows a dead pharaoh can only be used to offer glimpses into the realm of the dead and the dark secrets of ancient necromancy.”

“Oh yes. How could I forget,” Maxim said drily.

“But hear my words,” Wesley growled, lifting a finger and pointing it at Maxim, his moustache quivering and glare sharp. “Though I am willing to concede this point to you, let my sister remain here, and not kill you as you so richly deserve, if you ever harm her, break her heart, or play with her feelings, I will return and kill you, tear your castle down brick by brick, and salt the earth on which it stands!”

Maxim was tempted to ask how this plan was different from what Welsey had been doing before, but wisely kept that little observation to himself. Wesley might have been an idiot, but he was nothing if not tenacious to the extreme, and Maxim had an unfortunate feeling that if Wesley continued trying to carry out his little heroics, the cost would be grave. A very deep grave. For he knew better than most what a brother would do to protect his sister.

“I understand,” Maxim said soberly. “And I assure you, I would never do anything to Bitsy that would hurt her. I love her. Truly.”

“And yet you keep other women,” Wesley said.

“So do you,” he noted.

“What! How dare you, sir!”

“Oh?” Maxim said with a look of mock confusion. “Because your sister shared more than a few stories about certain ladies on your adventures. The princess Kalina? The Devi of Derangaour?”

Wesley coughed. “Ah, well, those were damsels of adventure. That’s a… a completely different… ahem… Well, at any rate,” Wesley said with a quick wave of his hand. “No matter. What I am saying is that I suppose I can leave you and this valley for now. There are greater evils afoot in the world that I can better spend my time on.”

“As you say,” Maxim replied with an incline of his head.

“Good. Now, if you would be so good as to leave, it’s time for me to rest. So, if you don’t mind…”

“Not at all,” Maxim said. “Rest well, heal quickly. Because no offence, Wesley, but I really don’t want you to ever darken my door again.”

“Nor I,” Wesley replied brusquely.

Rising, Maxim left the hero to convalesce, moving back into the hall where Bitsy waited. The petite woman perked up with his arrival.

“Well, Sparky?” she asked.

“Your brother agreed to go be a problem for some other madman in the continent, for now,” Maxim admitted.

She snorted. “Sounds about right.”

“He also threatened to kill me in a very interesting fashion if I ever hurt you or broke your heart.”

Bitsy rolled her eyes. “That moron,” she said, though Maxim detected again a fond note in her voice.

“Maybe. But I appreciated the sentiment all the same. Like I said, I would really hate to kill your brother, Bitsy.”

“D’aw, you big soft,” Bitsy giggled, leaning up and giving him another loving peck on the cheek. “But just so you know, it’ll still be a few days before he can get up and about. Just in case you wanted to take my whole ‘fuck me in front of him’ offer. Still on the table.”

“I’ll decline,” Maxim said, patting Bitsy on the rump once more as he left her.

“You’re no fun,” Bitsy called at his back, before he rounded a corner, chuckling and shaking his head.

He truly did love that girl.

Unfortunately, his next meeting would be even more unpleasant.

He made his way swiftly through the castle. It was strange, but Maxim had found the place much easier to navigate of late. He just seemed to… know his way around. As if he’d lived there all his life. For instance, if he took a turn here, a staircase here, went through the abattoir, then ducked through the hidden passage built in the iron maiden in the reanimation chamber…

Maxim emerged from the hidden passage behind the bookcase in his study, and found his guest waiting within.

Triana rose from her seat by the fireplace, cutting a small bow, a smirk of satisfaction on her face.

“Good evening, my lord,” she purred with a cock of her head. “A pleasure, as always.”

“Is it?” Maxim asked. He glanced at Moira, who lurked in the corner, every inch the dutiful maid, but whose eyes never strayed from the vampire. Assured that no funny business had occurred, Maxim made his way to his seat and eased into it, eying the woman across from him. “I suppose everything worked out to your satisfaction, at any rate?” he asked her.

“It did at that,” Triana laughed softly, curling suggestively back into her chair. “A perfect end. I am now the leader of the remaining vampires in the valley. The Crimson Court has recognized my claim and given me the seat the Countess once held.” She opened her arms exultantly. “After centuries, I am, in essence, the new Mistress of the Blood. A powerful position.”

“Quite so,” Maxim noted. “Though, I will point out that for obvious reasons, I don’t feel particularly trusting.”

“A wise policy,” Triana said with a wry smirk. “You should be very careful of the Court. But we’ve both gotten what we wanted, haven’t we? You’ve survived the Countess’s efforts to kill you. I’ve gained control of her position and territory, and now you have an ally.”

“I’m not sure I’d call you an ally,” he said.

“An associate. Whatever you prefer,” she said airily.

“How about an enemy,” he suggested grimly.

“Well, you know how close they say you should keep those,” she purred, suggestively pushing her chest out, her lashes fluttering as she shrugged her cloak down to her elbows. “Mmm. And better the devil you know, as they say. Would hate for the Court to try some other scheme to get at you, rather than have my lovely self try to manipulate you.”

“I suppose so,” Maxim grunted, though he gave her a narrow look. “But I don’t trust you.”

“Nor should you,” Triana chuckled, rising and drifting near him, her hand playfully stroking his chin. “And you’d be a fool to.”

Maxim tried not to shiver at her touch. The lovely vampiress gave another throaty laugh, then slipped by him, heading for the door. Maxim turned to watch her go, Moira escorting the vampiress out of the room and, no doubt, off the property, much to his relief.

He sighed and sank into his chair, covering his face with a hand. Ruling Grimmwald was going to be a trial indeed…

A new knock on the door had him peer past his fingers. “Yes?” he called.

The door creaked open and Delia poked her head inside.

“Ah,” Maxim said, leveraging himself upright. “Delia. I was just about to summon you.”

“I know, master,” Delia said, stepping into the room and walking stiffly towards him. “And I know why.”

“You do?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, biting her lip as she fetched a letter from behind her back and held it out for him.

“And this is?” Maxim asked as he took it.

Folding her hands behind her, standing at military attention, Delia stared at a spot just above Maxim’s left shoulder. “My… resignation letter, my lord,” she said, a tremble audible in her voice.

He spared her a glance. “Is that right?” he asked.

“Yes,” Delia said with the same rigid tone. “I have failed you, master. I was used by the vampires and led them into your domain. I put you at risk. I almost cost you your freedom and let you become a thrall to an enemy. I discovered their machinations almost too late, but that not only is no excuse, but a damning indictment of myself. I deserve nothing less than death, but if you prefer, master, I will accept any torture or torment before you fire me. Preferably from a cannon.”

“Fascinating,” Maxim said, tapping the letter against the arm of his chair. He brandished it curiously. “And this is your letter of resignation, yes?”

“It is, my lord.”

“Splendid.”

Then, holding the envelope between his hands, Maxim tore it in two.

“M-my lord!” Delia cried in shock as Maxim meticulously ripped the letter into ever smaller chunks. The last of which he tossed into the nearby fireplace, which roared and crackled hungrily.

“Consider your resignation denied,” Maxim informed her.

“My lord, I-”

“Yes,” Maxim interrupted conversationally as he rose to his feet. “You did betray me after being brainwashed by vampires over the course of almost a decade. Yes, you let them into the castle and almost killed me.

“But,” Maxim said, holding up a finger even as Delia opened her mouth to answer, “you also uncovered their conspiracy and the tendrils that took almost a century to weave through the city and its various important people. You helped uproot a menace that has been lurking in the shadows for who knows how long, and destroyed it conclusively. The net result being elimination of a large danger, freeing of the town and people, and tightening my control over the entire region. And may I remind you that, if not for you, I’d probably be a gibbering thrall to the Countess by now. In conclusion, Delia, you’re not fired. And if you truly regret what happened, then I’m counting on you to make sure something like it never happens again.”

Delia blinked, a tear gleaming in her eye. She brushed it away and drew herself up with a heavy breath. “My lord,” she said firmly. “I’m honoured by your confidence. I will not rest until I’ve discovered any enemy that threatens your rule. I will never fail you again!”

“I’m sure you won’t,” Maxim informed her contentedly. “You’re dismissed, Delia.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she said, bowing again before turning and marching out of the room.

As she left Maxim leaned an arm on the mantle and gazed out the room’s window, looking out over the storm swept sky. They valley was laid out below. The forest. Burdenga. The mountains and fields of his domain.

His home.

Maxim smiled.

Home.

Yes. His home.

And he’d make sure everyone knew it…
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