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			Dedication

			
		
    As you probably noticed with "Trials and Settlements", this series is a bit more of a soap-opera / long-form drama than the Glitter City Knights set was.  I wanted to bring a bigger, more coherent look at the Unseen World with this outing, and the novel you now hold in your hands is the second instalment in that concept.
There is a little bit of everything in these pages; favourite characters return, new ones arrive, and recent arrivals get a bit more moved in. Old wounds get revisited, new flames get fanned, and dreams new and old come and go. I hope you find reasons to laugh, to be upset, to be shocked, to be horrified, to be elated, and maybe even a bit warm once or twice, within these pages.
This novel is here as my thank-you note to you, my readers. This is novel number nine, and year number nine in my career as an author.  Telling stories to an empty room isn't a lot of fun.  Thank-you all for being in the chairs.
As always, thanks and gratitude to my sweetheart and partner, Christine Chapman for listening to re-reads, putting up with unwashed dishes because "scceeeeene!", and helping with the editing.
Likewise, thanks to my two muses, Karen J. Kraglund and Tracey L. Ernst, who are always willing to talk about the art and science of writing, and be direct about the places my works need work.
I'm still not sure how far this train goes. I likely won't be sure until it's been stopped for six months or more. However, as of right now, there still seems to be steam in the boiler, and sand in the hopper. So, the stories continue.
— Michel R Vaillancourt, Author13 April, 2024.
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Content Warnings
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This is a work of fiction.  Any similarity to persons or situations past or present is entirely accidental.

This is a semi-period piece.  The attitudes, views and social mores reflect the time in some cases in a way that is out of line with today. There is no attempt to hide that the good-old-days weren’t always as good as we remember.

This is a work of quasi-horror / suspense, as well as adult physical and emotional relationships.

This story includes scenes / descriptions of racism, intense violence, blood and gore, sexual content, strong language, implicit / explicit use of drugs, alcohol and smoking.

It also includes references to criminal activity, religion, suicide, forced pregnancy, domestic abuse, and emotional trauma.
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Part One

The Cast
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The Rulers of the Night

Spring Castle


•  Duchess Imani of Atlanta (Politico, Diplomat, Speaker)

⁃  (r) Reggie James (MdM)

⁃  (r) Kevin Sharpes

⁃  (r) Kiefer Donaldson

•  Vizier Belinda of Somerset (Warrior, Philosopher, Politico)

⁃  (r) Carlos Segura (MdM)

⁃  (r) Ludwig van Dorrn

•  Keeper Tiffany of Inland Empire (Artist, Diplomat, Politico)

•  Reaper Sharlene of Poulton (Warrior)

•  Lady Kirsten of Denver (Artist)

•  Lady Kaarina of Trushnikovskaya (Artist, Fixer)

•  Lady Olivia of New York (Industrialist)

•  Lady Evita of Montgomery-Powys (Artist)

•  Lady Miriam of Regina (Accountant)

•  Lady Iris of Huston (Warrior, Philosopher)

•  Lady Jennifer of Philadelphia (Scientist)

•  Lady Valentina of Mexico City (Thief)

•  Lady Maeve of Los Angeles (Financialist)

•  Samuel Andrew Wayne (Male, Thief)

•  Jaime Delacerda (Male, Thief)

•  Anoki Kuwari (Male, Artist)

⁃  (r) Isobelle Delesanges (MdM)

•  Noah St-James (Male, Warrior)

•  Andy Lee Shin (Male, Artist, Pilot)



Glitter City


•  Duchess Elizabeth de Chauntrelle (Politico, Diplomat, Speaker)

•  Keeper Larisa of Rivne (Politico & Financialist)

•  Reaper Gabriel Lafleche, Fist of the Velvet Glove of the Lawbound, Scales of Glitter City (Male, Warrior)

⁃  (r) Jeanie Lynne Collins

•  Lady Molly of Cardiff (Industrialist & Financialist)

•  (Ser) Jean-Pierre de Grimaud (Male, Warrior & Financialist)

⁃  (r)Bertrand Leperdue (MdM)

⁃  (r)Jon Makula

⁃  (r)Susan Carlisle

⁃  (r)Irina Smirnova

⁃  (r)Marie Cunliffe

⁃  (r)Rashad Slope

⁃  (r)Amber Washer

⁃  (r)Úrsula Liebenau




♱☥♱

The Stones of the Moon

Spring Castle Pack

	Gerald “Can-Can” O’Brien (Warrior, Leader)

	Jadiel “Saxman” Jackson (Warrior, Artist)

	Ricky “Graver” Foxall (Warrior)

	Jackie “Longdrink” Neztsosie (Warrior)

	Glenn “Ginster” Forrest (Techie)

	Peirce  “Archer” Madegka (Nightguard)

	Burton “Torchbrakes” Bornholtz (Techie)

	Spencer “Sherman” Stennard (Warrior)

	Bart “Beretta” Crammer (Nightguard)

	Evangeline “Vangie / Evie” Forrest (Warrior, Leader, Ambassador to the Court of Eden)

	Denice “Chainlink” Dawe (Crone)

	Kerry “Dead Nickel” Crammer (Crone)

	Fawn “Tic-Tac” Foxall (Brewer)

	Amanda “Lulu” Bornholtz (Crone)

	Sandra “Easystreet” Edison (Crone)

	Louis “Sparky” Edison (Techie)

	Charlotte “Lottie” O’Brien (Steward)

	Rosalind “Rosie” Stennard (Medic, Herbalist)

	Takoda “Tomahawk” Nakai (Nightguard)


Storm King Mountain Pack

	Lynn “Longtoss” Lockie (Crone)

	Earl-James “Stillshack” Stillerson (Brewer)

	Rita “Ritzy” Rowalcha (Steward)

	Grainger “Bunker” Garrison (Warrior)

	Tynan “Sleeper” Trankowski (Nightguard)







♱☥♱

The Children of the Stars

Denver Observatory

	Grand Watcher of Denver, Georg Litterski

	Senior Legedamarin of Denver, Snowden Croome

	Blied Daanser Daydalon (Blade-Dancer of-Clouds) Trishana Charu Thakker


Spring Castle Observatory (Heretical)

	Sayidat Muraqib Alsama (Watcher-of-the-Skies), Sorceress to the Court of Eden,  Constance de Villerary

	Sayid Muraqib Alnujum (Gazer-of-the-Stars), Spectral Advisor to the Court of Eden, Ryan Montifer, Dieus Malgris







♱☥♱

The Pillars of the Obsidian Bridge

Covenant of Spring Castle

	First Pillar Allcock (Jessica)







♱☥♱

The Fäé

Unseelie


•  La Cour des Orages (the Court of Storms)

⁃  Lord Edfÿndar Fäéneiros

⁃  Li Mei Pan - Maid Servant

⁃  Iliphar Beizeiros - Armsman of House Fäéneiros, Son
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Part Two

Assertions
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Chapter One

Ryan
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11:11am, Wednesday, 11th June, 1997

June 1997  

Su Mo Tu We Th Fr Sa  

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  

8  9 10 11 12 13 14  

15 16 17 18 19 20 21  

22 23 24 25 26 27 28  

29 30

The golden-haired, fine-featured Fäé head tumbled to the ground, and a heavy, booted foot pushed it aside. The owner’s sword was dropped to the ground, in the gap between their neck and shoulders. The boot, and its owner, turned into an inky cloud of smoke that boiled along the ground, vanishing into a section of hedge.

The sky overhead was a bruised purple, the clouds were the white of a frozen wasteland, the foliage on the trees and shrubs were the blue tones of discarded hopes and lost loves, and the fountain bubbled with a slightly more than viscous lime-green liquid. The sounds of swift, booted feet approached, followed by exclamations of derision and disgust.

The smoke cloud flowed out of the hedge behind the two Fäé, and silently solidified into the shape of a man. Ryan slammed an armoured fist down onto each of the Fäé guardsmen’s helmets without word or warning. He tore a terribly fancy dagger from his first victim’s belt and drove it through its owner’s spine. 

The other Fäé swiftly drew, whirled and lashed with his scimitar. Ryan leapt, reverted to smoke, flowing around the blade, re-solidified, and landed behind his remaining opponent. He thrust his hands forward and a massive shockwave rippled outwards, slamming the Fäé guardsman face-first into the trunk of a tree. Ryan flowed forward and re-solidified in time to pull the sword from the guard’s numbed fingers. Without pause or thought of mercy, Ryan drove it through the guardsman and into the tree beyond.

Ryan patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t you know it’s rude to speak ill of the dead, Old Boy? Particularly given he lasted more than thrice as long as you did.”

A few minutes later found him approaching a substantial set of bound doors. His eyes narrowed when he realized they were guarded by a single quaking boy, brandishing a spear.

“No further! You shall advance no further!” The boy’s not quite defiant declaration was in Mandarin, which rather surprised Ryan. As a whole, the Fäé rarely spoke anything but their native Court dialect, a grudging version of the other Court’s dialect and that was about it.

“I am here to speak with Edfÿndar, Unseelie Lord. Step aside. I have no quarrel with you, Sir,” Ryan replied in Mandarin, continuing to walk forward, albeit more slowly. He wasn’t perfectly fluent, but he was certainly capable of holding a conversation.

The boy shook his head.  “I cannot.  Please.  No further!”

Ryan stopped where he was. “We are at an impasse, Sir. Its resolution will cost you your life. Step aside.”

The boy shook his head. “I cannot. My Liege will strike me down for cowardice should I desert my duty. Please, advance no further”

“I regret, then, that your mother will shed tears this night. I rather doubt your Liege will. Tell me, first ... why do you speak my language?”

“My mother was human,” the boy replied.

“You are what, then?  Twelve human years?”

“Fourteen.”

“I am the Spectre, Ryan Montifer. I am here to discuss your Liege’s ill manners with him. You have been left to die uselessly by your Liege such that he is blameless in discarding a bastard half-breed child. Your spear is about as useful against me as a baguette. Perhaps less so; I might be inclined to bargain for Fäénlhoff.”

The boy shook his head, unwavering in his resolve. “So be it. I will not dishonour my mother. I will not give my Liege cause to speak ill of me to her in her grief.”

“So be it. Give me your name, Sir, that I might know the one worthy opponent I have faced today,” Ryan said.

“Iliphar Beizeiros. Proud son of Li Mei Pan.”

Ryan had never been a fan of the Fäé from the time he’d encountered the first one, visiting his Master years ago. This was one of those moments which only served to degrade his opinion further. “Beizeiros” was a portmanteau of the Fäé language that roughly translated to “of unknown blood”. In practice, it meant “the bastard”. Fÿn didn’t even have the class to give the boy a dignified last name.

“I will make it quick, Sir Iliphar, unlike the others with whom I toyed. You will bring your mother no shame this day,” Ryan replied. A brief moment later, the half-blooded boy lay at Ryan’s feet, and the spear was on the ground beside him, in four pieces.

“I do not envy you the days of aches you will have in your ribs and skull when you awake, Sir Iliphar. Your name will be spoken of in wonder for weeks to come.”

With that, Ryan took the boy’s belt knife and unflinchingly slashed his own hand with it. He dispassionately watched his life trickle and drip to the ground, and then dropped the bloody knife beside the boy. Ryan picked up the spear-blade, and drove it into the door’s lock. He then both bent and twisted it, fouling the lock.

“They will be puzzled for moons trying to fathom both how it was you alone managed to mark me, as well as the cunning sacrifice of your weapon to deny me entrance. I hope you have the sense to make good on the moment in which you’ve been left.”

Ryan looked around, chuckled in amusement, and walked towards the gardens visible to the right of the building. There would be doors to the gardens. Or a kitchen door. He had both options, and time.

Unlike Lord Edfÿndar.

♱☥♱

11:23am, Wednesday, 11th June, 1997

Ryan pushed open the ornately decorated double doors into the Smoking Room.  They opened easily, and with little sound. Soft music reached his ears as he stepped into the room. Near the door was a marble and brass pillar with a cut crystal snifter of brandy or the like upon it.

Ryan slowly walked past it, leaving it untouched, his gaze resting on the Unseelie Lord sitting in the substantial chair by the crackling fireplace.

“Really? You pass over offered drink?” Edfÿndar questioned in a well manicured French. 

Ryan snorted. “I know better than to accept undiscussed food or drink from a Fäé, particularly one with your sense of humour,” he replied in a passable version of the language.

“You have my word it is naught but fine Veivrelon Rouge,” Fÿn said, having a sip from his own glass.

“I have your word, perhaps, but I have not the words themselves and what they might require as conditions of acceptance. Do not think me ignorant, Lord Fäéneiros. Of the Unseelie Courts, La Cour des Orages, in particular is well noted for its cunning, clever, and levers of honour,” Ryan answered as he stopped a handful of paces away from where Fÿn was seated.

Fÿn chuckled, clearly amused. “As you please. Be seated. Tell me, what brings you to my home in such untoward manner.”

“You wanted to speak to me, I believe?” Ryan stated as he sat in the chair opposite Fÿn.

“I do not recall requesting you to come here for that reason,” the Unseelie Lord countered.

“Well, I could come up with no other reason you would be so churlish in your invasion of Lady Belinda’s home, nor the Curse on Lady Jessica. You clearly wanted a reaction from someone. The odds of Lady Belinda voluntarily ever setting foot in the Charmlands again before the Heat Death of the Universe are astronomically low. Lady Jessica is unable to travel here without assistance; something she would not get from Lady Belinda on the subject,” Ryan said with a wave of his hand.

“Thus I am obligated to question who else of the Court of Spring Castle you might be trying to get the attention of. I could count none among the Dämonvülf that you might be tempting, nor would you welcome. To my knowledge, none of the other Afterliving know of you beyond your looks and your liaison with Lady Molly of Cardiff. Which leaves but myself and Lady Constance de Villerary. If you wanted Lady Constance’s attention, who is known as a remarkably busy and work-focused woman, you’d do better to simply knock at her door with roses. From what I’ve been able to glean, that would be much more your style. Which left me. I have both the means to travel here, the ability to identify the source of the Curse cast upon Lady Jessica, and am well known to have the sort of temperament to kick in the door of an Unseelie Lord over his behaviour towards people I respect.”

“And thus you are here,” Fÿn chuckled.

“And thus I am. Which leaves us both in substantial peril in absence of explanation.”

“Peril, you say?”

“Yes. You are hardly a dim fellow, Lord Fäéneiros. You would not leave yourself unarmed and undefended in an enclosed space with a Spectre. Thus, you must be prepared to deal with me should this discussion turn impolite. Likewise, knowing this must be the case, I am similarly prepared. We thus find ourselves in a position of mutually assured destruction; however, of the two, you have far more to forfeit in the double defeat.”

Fÿn had a sip from his glass, with an amused expression upon his features. He set the glass down and applauded sincerely for a moment. “Bravo, Lord Montifer. You do not disappoint. When I caught whispers that you had turned against your Liege and Mentor, and since then have worked to solidify the political and physical security of his daughter, both in the Prime Reality and the Astral Realm, I considered you noteworthy. I do hope you did not take the handful of guards and the pair of assassins personally. I wished to be sure you had some reasonable amount of mettle about you.”

“They were boring,” Ryan said with a wave. “Well, other than Sir Iliphar; cunning lad. If I chose to take any of that personally, it would entirely be that you set the bar for the test so disappointingly low.”

Fÿn laughed. “Delightful.” He paused for a moment. “Sir Iliphar?”

“To begin with, I refuse to use the slur you affixed to his first name. Given that he alone managed to bring me to a standstill and force me to find another way in, but the front door, I presumed he was a Knight of the Wisps.”

Fÿn’s eyes narrowed for a moment. It was obvious to Ryan that the Unseelie Lord was finding this statement somewhat hard to swallow for a variety of bad tastes. “High praise, Lord Montifer.”

Ryan quirked the corner of a smile. “I believe in the reward of those who hold true to their honour.”

“I see. I will keep your words in mind. Tell me, Lord Montifer, if I were able to resolve your immateriality in a mutually satisfactory fashion, would you mind murdering the Duchess of Spring Castle for me?” 
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Chapter Two

Freddie
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11:17pm, Wednesday, 11th June, 1997

A heavy, booted foot landed squarely atop an anthill on the forest trail, crushing it flat. Hundreds of inhabitants of the hill scrambled to save future offspring, recover buried food resources, free the trapped and shore up collapsing tunnels. Days of careful work and construction were destroyed in a moment.

The boot, and its owner, continued on, oblivious to the chaos they’d left in their wake. The corner of their mantle collar snared the edge of a spider’s web. It pulled apart the delicate, gossamer structure and left the spider ensnared in its own trap.

Freddie irritably wiped away the filament that blew across his face, disliking the feel of the spider’s silk on his skin. He muttered in distaste under his breath about the sensation, but otherwise pressed on without further thought on it.  

He came into a clearing in the heavy alpine forest, with a ruined old church standing in it. Solid stone foundations, and carefully prepared timber and plank had largely been successful in their resistance of the predations of time. He took out an antique steel lighter, and walked to the lamp hanging from the gate beside entry to the Churchyard. 

The lamp was rusted and beaten by the elements, and yet, improbably, lit immediately as he applied flame to the wick. It glowed with an even, constant light, with the infrequent splutter that sent yellow, pink, and blue sparks into the air. Freddie closed the lighter, and paused briefly in quiet contemplation of the peace and serenity of the moment.

His clothes were something from a different era; Victorian Gothic Cowboy was as close as could be managed by most people. He wore a solid over-coat, a weather mantle with a peaked cowl, and a silk brocade vest was over a fancy white cotton shirt. Leather pants and armoured chaps, and heavy leather boots with brass buckles protected his legs and feet. A bandolier of four wooden stakes and two ornate antique revolvers was slung across his chest. A cavalry sabre, similar in style and workmanship to the revolvers, hung at his hip.

Like the lighter, he’d been guided to where to find each of these things. He’d searched in caves, clambered through ruins and visited long forgotten places. He answered to God, and the Damned of Denver would rue their avarice. He closed his eyes in brief sadness at the memory of his dear Kirsten.

A gentle sound reached his ears, like the voices of a far distant choir. He made the sign of the Cross, and entered the Churchyard. The old oil lamp beside the door to the Church lit as he approached, and one of the double doors swung inwards about a third of it’s arc.

He slowly and deliberately entered the ruined house of the Holy, aware that he was walking in the footsteps of the earliest settlers in this area. This building would have been the beating heart of a community of good, God-fearing folx, taming the land with their sweat, blood and conviction. He was awed and honoured that he’d been led here just a few short weeks ago.

As he approached the old altar, the sound of the distant choir became more clear and loud. A melodic tinkling of water and crystals began to be audible to him. As he knelt before the Altar, a thin fog drifted into the space around him, almost luminous in the shaft of light from the waxing crescent moon visible through a hole in the roof. The smell of roses, lavender and sandalwood enveloped him. He could feel the tension draining from his muscles, and a quiet calmness embraced him.

“Welcome home, my Son.” The voice that surrounded him was deep, rich and kindly. It was like a blend of Charlton Heston and James Earl Jones, who had just offered to make breakfast after passing you a fresh cup of hot coffee.

“Good evening, Father,” Freddie said aloud. He wasn’t sure who he was speaking to, but to him, the most sense was the spirit of the Preacher who had once stood behind the altar he now knelt before. He couldn’t believe he was speaking to God directly; the Almighty had better things to do, and more important people to speak to, about the world than him. On the other hand, it was entirely reasonable to Freddie’s way of thinking that he’d be speaking with a chosen intermediary, like the Holy Spirit of the first Preacher here.

“Tell me of your good works,” the voice requested.

“I spent two nights cooking at the soup kitchen downtown. It’s such fulfilling work, Father. To see the hungry, fed. To see the cold, warmed; even if for just a while. I continued my research; the clues and trail have almost brought me to where I need to go.”

“You please me, my Son. Tomorrow morning, at an hour before dawn, I want you to go to City Park. Near Ferril Lake, you will find a park bench, freshly painted. There is a planted rose bush there; within the thorns you will find a scrap of newspaper. The article will aid you in your Hunt for the Damned and the Unholy beasts who serve them.”

“Thank-you, Father. You Bless me with your aid.”

“The Faithful and Steadfast are rewarded, my Son. Remain true to the Righteous Cause, and your reward will be great and just.”

“I will, Father. Thank-you.”

“Remain here a while in prayer and meditation, and then go, full of the knowledge that you do the will of Heaven.”

With that, the sound of the water, crystals, and choir all slowly faded. Likewise, the luminosity of the fog that had filled the area around the altar. The fog, and the scents it carried also slowly thinned and departed.

Freddie started. He’d lost track of time; his knees were starting to be sore from kneeling on the old, hardwood planked floor. He looked around, and shook his head trying to get his mental machinery restarted. He stood, made the sign of the Cross, and departed; the two oil lamps had extinguished themselves already.

He slowly walked along the path to where he’d left his car parked off the side of the country road. He opened the door of the primer-coated nineteen-eighty-four  Chrysler hearse, got in and started the engine.
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Chapter Three

Vangie
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11:48pm, Wednesday, 11th June, 1997

“So when did you and Can-Can try to kill each other behind my back?” Vangie questioned, eying her Afterliving partner over the rim of her mug of hot chocolate.

Sam looked up from the machete he was sharpening with a treadle-grinder. His features were a remarkably bad cover-up job of surprise and horror. He blinked at her. “Um, I’m not sure what you mean?”

“Sam, as our collective Afterliving sister has pointed out many times, you can’t lie for shit. Don’t even bother trying.”

“Er, um, well ...”

“What were you two idiots thinking?” Vangie growled. “And just so we’re clear, once I’m done here, Can-Can will be getting a piece of my mind next. However, of the pair of you two fools, I can depend on you to at least be coherent when you get caught at something you should know better.”

Sam sighed. “I’m sorry, babe.”

“You told me you wouldn’t get into it with him. Why would you do that?” Vangie demanded.

Sam rubbed his forehead with a knuckle and sighed again. “This is going to sound stupid, but because it was important to Gerald for his peace of mind.”

“You know, that’s a terrible reason as stands, so I’m going to accept it as truth. Explain, please. Make it make sense, somehow?”

Sam sat on the stool near the grinder. They were in the Camp’s tool shed, and Sam had volunteered to touch up everyone’s blades, both long and short. He needed the practice to cement something that the RSM had been teaching him, so it was a useful way to get the time on the grinder. Vangie was both delighted and proud of her man for being willing to help out her Pack in such a way.

“Gerald is one of those guys that is worried about being seen to be worried,” Sam started thoughtfully. “He might not be Chief, but in a Pack that’s decided to not have a Chief, he’s got a lot of folx around here treating him like Chief. And that’s heavy on his shoulders.”

“What’s that got to do with you?”

“You,” Sam replied. There were times his manner of speaking made her want to beat him over the head with a frying pan. She was currently looking for a spare in the tool shed.

“He’s worried that because of stuff like being the lead Vülf running into places like Arapaho Ravine, one of these days, long before you, he just won’t be around any more. And that means he won’t be here for you or the kids. So, for his own peace of mind, he wanted to be sure that I could take care of all of you, no matter what or where. It’s one thing to say it; it’s another thing to prove it.”

Vangie blinked at Sam. “Are you telling me that you two went and had a brawl somewhere behind my back so you could prove to the father of my babies that you could hack it?”

Sam nodded. “He brought it up while we were shooting hoops one evening. He’ll never admit it to you, but he’d literally been losing sleep over it. He’s taking the whole thing about wanting to be a real Dad to the kids seriously. So, he needed to know they’d be safe, no matter what. I promised him I’d do everything I could right up to the literal Bitter End to make sure you and the kids were okay.”

“And so the Afterliving and Vülf boys went out in the woods and kicked the tar out of each other?”

“Um. Yeah. Twice,” Sam answered sheepishly.

“Twice.”

“Well, the first time was a draw so ... er ...”

“You two blockheads fought each other to a bloody stalemate and decided the reasonable conclusion was a rematch was needed?” Vangie demanded incredulously.

“Well, I mean, we’re both kind of competitive, and both a bit possessive about you and, you know, both really concerned about your safety and the kids and ... “

Vangie drummed her fingers on the table beside her.

“Um. Yeah. We did.” 

Vangie could easily see his desire to find a hole to hide in right now. “So, let me guess. Another stalemate?” 

“Um. Yeah. It was,” Sam replied sheepishly.

“Was that about three months ago when Can-Can ‘fell down a slope on a hike’ and you were at Molly’s for the weekend ‘getting caught up on stuff’?”

“Um, well ... that is ... uh, yeah.”

“What did you hit him with? He looked like he’d tried to play catch with a pick-up truck!” Vangie demanded.

“A dumpster.”

Vangie facepalmed. “You two fools damn near beat each other to death didn’t you?”

“It was only one of the little ones. A couple tons at most,” Sam replied, doing his best winning smile.

“Samuel Andrew Wayne!” Vangie snarled.

“I did say that we, uh, were being a bit, um, competitive,” he explained, still trying to avoid his own homicide with a smile.

Vangie counted backwards from twenty, fumed for a moment, and started the second attempt at sixty.

“I know, I know. Not either of our brightest moments. He’s sleeping better now, though.”

Vangie facepalmed. She shook her head and sighed.

“How did you figure it out?” Sam asked.

“Can-Can said something about not wanting to go a couple rounds with you because you were mad at him. That’s an awful change of tune for Mister Wolf Boss who less than nine months ago actively tried to goad you into a couple of dust-ups.  It occurred to me while I was making supper tonight that Can-Can is too damn stubborn and prideful to just change his tune like that. The only way the new song made sense is if it was because he knew he couldn’t beat you. There’s only one way he’d know that.”

Sam sighed. “I told him you’d figure it out eventually. He thought you were too preoccupied with everything going on.”

Vangie sighed and shook her head. She loved Sam dearly, and Gerald was doing his best to prove to her he’d learned his lesson in her absence. However, there were limits to her clemency. “So you two blockheads are sorted out now?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah. We both reached the same conclusion a couple days later over a couple of Aunt Tina’s home-brews ... that was more than enough for both of us. We respect each other, he knows I’m in it for the long haul with you and the kids, and that I’ll be there when he can’t be. On the other side, I know that he’s worth his word and his reputation. I’ll back him a hundred percent on anything that he needs my help with, as concerns the Pack. I’m still Afterliving at heart, but, all your family are my other family. Maybe not as intense as Sharley is about it, but, yeah. Gerald and I can count on each other when the chips are down.”

“Field-stones and Moon-shadows, you two are so damn frustrating at times,” Vangie sighed in exasperation. “I can’t figure out if I should beat the pair of you with a rolling pin a couple of dozen times for having been so damn stupid, or blow the pair of you for being so concerned about the kids and handling this like a couple of champ Vülf.”

“I’m happy to skip the rolling pin to ease the confusion,” Sam offered.
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Chapter Four

Kirsten

[image: ]


12:12am, Thursday, 12th June, 1997

Kirsten pulled the trigger on the thirty-eight revolver and visibly started at the sound of the shot. She was wearing goggles and ear-defenders, with her gaze firmly on the paper target twenty yards away, down the shooting range. Jamie leaned against the wall beside her, frowning as he stared at the paper with his Hunt Senses.

“Same thing again, Hotstuff. High and right, but on the paper. You’re jerking the gun; it’s a squeeze, not a pull. Be gentle with it.”

She sighed, and pulled the ear-defenders down to rest around her neck. “I don’t know why I react so strongly to the sound of the shot. It’s not like I don’t know it’s coming,” she  complained, annoyed at her inability to do something so apparently simple.

“It’s violence, girl,” Jamie said. “You’re an Artist. You can’t get past the idea the paper target is a person. You’re just not into the idea of hurting someone, even by proxy.”

“Yeah, well, I need to get good at this. I can’t depend on you or anyone else to fight my battles. If we ever pick up Freddie’s trail again, I don’t want to be just standing there like a dumb chick while you put your Unlife on the line.”

“I keep telling you, Hotstuff, I don’t mind. No one should be good at violence; if you are, it possibly means you live a pretty fucked-up Unlife.”

“Reaper,” Kirsten stated as she dumped the shells in the cylinder on the counter before her, and pushed the spent casings to a side.

Jamie rolled his eyes at her. “You just proved my point. She’s a power-tripping sociopath whose job is to use the power of the State for political terror.”

“Don’t be a meanie, Jamie. Sharley’s doing the best she can in the job she was given.”

The expression on Jamie’s face was most kindly described as skepticism. He and Lady Sharlene had taken instant dislikes to each other from the moment they met, and that had not improved in the month or so since. While he was a picture of courtesy and decorum in public, when the two of them were alone, he was scathing in his commentary about both Sharley and Tiffany.

Jamie was also remarkably critical of most things in both Mortal and Afterliving society. Enough so that the Duchess had pointedly suggested he keep his opinions to himself when she was around. Imani seemed largely amused by Jamie these Nights, but she was also prone to initially taking his snark personally.

“Just don’t, okay, Jaime? Not tonight. I’m not really in the mood for it.”

He nodded.

“So how much longer before you open the doors on this place?” Kirsten asked, changing the topic.

“Um, if all goes well, this Monday. The stuff for the pro-shop should arrive tomorrow, according to theory, and that’s it.”

“Why a gun club?”

“If you’re using your gun as a club, you needed to bring more bullets,” Jamie teased.

“Fine, fine, smart-ass, a Firearms Recreation and Training Facility.” She paused, sighed in resignation and then asked “So what’s the punch-line?”

“Punch-line?” Jamie questioned.

“Yeah. Don’t think the Poet Herself didn’t immediately notice the acronym for your business is a ‘FRAT Facility’,” she said, giving him a dubious  look.

“You can’t be surprised, given how I piss off everyone around here, that I’d be okay with being accused of running a Frat house?”

She rolled her eyes with a pained expression, and dearly hoped the Almighty was feeling generous with donations of patience.

He grinned at her. “Well, I mean, why not? America as a nation is addicted to Smith and Wesson, and most of its citizens are devotees of the Church of Remington. Most of the Court here, and all the Vülf need somewhere to get odd calibre guns and dubious quantities of bullets without too many questions. So, this gives me something to do for a couple years until I get bored and move on down the road. Or get run out of town. Whichever.”

She considered for a moment and nodded. “Makes sense. You get to meet everyone, take care of a need of the Community, and make some money.”

“Something like that, yeah. I mean, Mortals will be paying MSRP, but Court and Community certainly won’t be. That’s wildly uncool.”

“Huh? I mean, no one in the Court is lacking for funds to pay you properly, Jamie,” Kirsten said, puzzled about his reasoning.

“That includes me, Kire. I pay cash for everything. The only plastic I carry is AMEX; I don’t do credit. The only reason I’ll be charging Mortals is because I don’t want too many of them hanging around. The more of them that are grumpy about the stickers and tags, the fewer of them might see something that will raise eyebrows. Anyone willing to pay MSRP on a Colt or an H-and-K has the kind of money that generally means they can’t be bothered thinking too hard about the little people they might see around here. I specifically won’t be stocking Glock because of its price-point and popularity. I don’t want the kind of Mortals that think murder should be fashionable and inexpensive hanging around here.”

Kirsten shook her head at Jamie. “Do you ever get tired of being so brutal?”

“If I’m brutal, Kire, it’s because the world is brutal and I’m just good at telling the truth,” he replied, pulling his chrome cigarette pack out. As he lit up, he shook his head. “I just refuse to let people ignore the uncomfortable stuff. If a chair is uncomfortable, reupholster it. If the ride on car is uncomfortable, get the shocks and coils fixed. If a bed is uncomfortable, replace the mattress. If the way the world is feels uncomfortable, then figure out a way to fix it.”

“Just like that? Fix the world?”

“Just like that. Fix the part you can reach, and spread the word about the rest. What do you think education is for, anyway?”
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Chapter Five

Tiffany
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12:32am, Thursday, 12th June, 1997

“Good evening, Lady Reaper. I trust all is well with you and Andy this evening?” Tiffany questioned. The truth was she mostly didn’t care, but diplomacy was always worth the cost of politeness. Particularly where she had to work with the annoying woman.

“Hello, Lady Keeper.  Yes, things are just fine. What can I do for you this evening?”

“Nothing. I’m calling you with some interesting news that I suspect might make you dangerously happy.”

“Oh? Do tell, Lady Tiffany.”

“The phone numbers you gave me for James’ contacts in Brew City? To confirm his reason for being here?”

“Don’t tell me they didn’t confirm his story?”

“I have no idea. I didn’t call them,” Tiffany chuckled.

“What? Why not?”

“Well, Lady Sharlene, the three numbers you gave me are all area-code four-forty.”

“So?” Sharlene replied from her end of the call, clearly baffled by what Tiffany was leading towards.

“The Brew City was assigned area-code four-fourteen fifty years ago. Four-forty is a brand new NPA given to Cleveland this year,” Tiffany said in a devilish tone.

“So the fucker’s story is a total toss,” Sharlene growled after a moment of incredulous silence.

“Mmm-hmm. The numbers he gave us all go to a professional answering service located in a trendy office tower in the downtown of the Forest City.” Tiffany twirled the cord for the receiver around her finger in smug amusement.

“I don’t get it. Why would he lie?” Sharlene questioned.

“He clearly didn’t expect anyone to know where the area-codes went. In fact, he plays a good game; the area-codes sound close enough that most people wouldn’t even catch the difference. He guessed that we’d just call the numbers, hear what we were supposed to hear, and that would be that.” Tiffany paused and then snorted in derision. “Lady Larisa and Lady Molly both taught me better than that. I looked up who owned the numbers first.”

“Gawdamn, Lady Tiffany, brilliant work.”

“Thank-you, Lady Sharlene.”

“So the question is what his game is?” Sharlene mused from her end of the call. “Look, I’ll let the Duchess know what you found out. Do me a favour, though, and don’t let on that we smell a rat to anyone else, alright?”

“Oh?” 

“Yeah. First off, one of our Sisters spends a lot of time in his lap right now. So, I want to know who he really is and where he’s from before we do or say anything that might put her in danger.”

“An excellent point. Hmmm. I wonder who he’s hiding from,” Tiffany said thoughtfully.

“Oh? Why do you say hiding?” Sharley questioned.

“He’s setting up a business here. He clearly intends to be around for a little while. That’s not someone who wants trouble. That’s someone who wants quiet.”

“With the way he shoots his mouth off, you’d think he delighted in trouble.”

Tiffany shook her head as though Sharlene might be able to see that somehow. “No, that’s how you hide in plain sight. While he’s annoying as chipped fangs to deal with, he’s actually mostly harmless. Right now, the only damage he seems to be doing is periodically fucking Kirsten stupid. Then again, really, that’s not a substantial change for her.” 

Tiffany paused for a moment, smirking, as Sharlene howled in laughter at her end of the phone. ”But the point is that while he’s a loud-mouthed schnook, he’s not causing any concrete, real problems.”

“I’ll use his guts for garters if he actually hurts Lady Kirsten, or anyone else around here, for that matter.”

“Oh, I’ll sharpen the knife for you, Lady Reaper, trust me. But, as you say, I want to know what he’s up to or who he’s hiding from before we do anything directly. I’d suggest, as a minimum, however, that you request the Duchess not be alone with him. Just in case.”

The two chatted for a few more minutes about administrivia items that concerned them both, including thoughts on candidates for the first set of members of the Duchy’s Council of Vines. With the Rialto Club almost complete, and therefore available as a proper Eden, it was time for the Duchy to sort that out.

Naturally, the seats at the Granite Table were highly coveted. Thus, the balancing act of who to flatter, who to offend, and who the Duchy absolutely needed at that table. Both Tiffany and Sharlene were strongly of the opinion that Samuel should be at the Table, without question. Tiffany rather doubted that Imani would object; Sam was pretty much a darling in everyone’s eyes, regardless of his notable mean streak.

Of course, to Tiffany, that was a feature, not a defect. Sharlene, on the other hand, was of the stated opinion that Sam didn’t have a mean bone in his body. That just further reinforced Tiffany’s opinion that Sharlene both was notably more naïve than was likely wise, and similarly needed to ease off on the bourbon.

While Tiffany thought the Night of both her lover Anoki and her dear friend Sam, the two of them were more than capable of moments of either seething fury, or cold blood that bordered on sociopathy. For whatever reason, the two males seemed to have more than a few of the Ladies of the Court convinced of their complete harmlessness.

Another name that Tiffany had put forward was Lady Kaarina of Trushnikovskaya. While generally not Tiffany’s cup of tea, Lady Kaarina had been indispensable with navigating the mire that had enveloped the Eden Club Project. She was talented, no-nonsense, politically capable, and a shrewd business woman. From Tiffany’s perspective, it seemed obvious that Lady Kaarina should be a member of the Council.

It wasn’t lost on Tiffany of course, that having Lady Kaarina sitting at the Granite Table would also indirectly give Ser Jean-Pierre a voice there. One would have to be relatively dull-witted, in Tiffany’s opinion, to not know about Lady Kaarina and Susan, who was JP’s Majordomo for planning and logistics.

Anoki glanced into her office, where she was still seated in her chair, deep in thought about the recent call, and recent events. “Everything alright, Babe?”

“Hmm? Oh, yeah, everything’s fine, lover. Three-stuff; Nights are busy, you know?”

He nodded at her. “Yeah, you’ve been spending half your walking hours in here lately, instead of your art rooms. Don’t forget to take time for you, alright?”

“Thanks, Annie. I appreciate you looking out for me,” she smiled happily at him.

“Always, Lady-T.”
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Chapter Six

Constance
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1:38am, Thursday, 12th June, 1997

“Good evening, Lady Constance,” Duchess Imani said warmly as the Court Sorceress came into the parlour room where Imani, Sharlene and Belinda were all seated, with favourite highballs in hand. Reggie closed the double doors to the room behind Constance.

Constance curtsied before speaking. “I appreciate your willingness to see me on such short notice.”

“Kindly. You are a pillar of our Community,” Lady Belinda said. “You ask little, and give much. Personally, it is never a hardship to speak with you.”

“Agreed,” Sharlene nodded. “Both you and Lord Ryan are great folx.”

Imani tilted her head in question. “Where is Lord Ryan? You aren’t wearing the amulet at your hip, as you usually do.”

Constance took a seat and sighed. “That is, actually, why I am here. The amulet, as you call it, is sitting out on the table in the hall beside the door. Ryan did not want me to have it on for the conversation.”

“Oh? What’s up, Constance?” Sharlene asked.

Connie pursed her lips for a moment, steeled herself and began. “The reason I requested to have the Reaper and Vizier present is for your personal safety, Duchess Imani.”

“My safety?”

“Yes. Ryan and I felt it best that those you implicitly trust with your Unlife should hear this in the moment. It is also why Ryan is not in the room; he was approached today with a bargain to End you, Lady Imani.”

The sudden chill in the room was noticeable, she thought to herself. This was a nightmare in luxury wrapping, from her perspective.

When Ryan had explained to her the results of his jaunt to the Charmlands earlier today, naturally it had given both of them pause. Ryan had explicitly stated to her he had absolutely no interest in harming the Duchess; it would put the two of them at far too much risk for any vestige of a reward. Still, they both understood that it was now crucial to warn the Duchess.

It would be entirely the sort of thing Fäé were infamous for doing to offer one deal to Ryan knowing he would refuse, while having given the actual task of dispatching the Duchess to someone else. Ryan would be subsequently left hung out to dry as the assailant, and by extension, Connie as well.

“Well, that does certainly does complicate dinner plans, doesn’t it?” Imani questioned, dark amusement in her voice.

“Rather, yes.”

“Well played, I must say, Lady Constance,” Sharlene said.

“Impressed. Agreed. You both perpetually lend credibility to the reputation of the Children of the Stars,” Belinda said, sipping her drink.

“So, Ryan is currently unable to harm anyone, and I will personally throttle him if he is not napping where I left him in your hallway when we are done here. Naturally, we both wanted to warn you as quickly as we could, while also protecting ourselves.”

Imani nodded.  “Entirely sensible of you. Hmm. I suppose I should be flattered that someone thinks that sending someone like Ryan Montifer after me is reasonable and appropriate. The timing is a bit interesting; we’re within a few days of our first actual Court in our new Eden Club. I presume I know the answer you’ll give, but I’ll ask anyway; who is it that wishes me Ended?”

“Ryan asked me not to say. He would rather have that conversation with you himself. Obviously, however, you cannot trust him so you will wish to ensure your security for that conversation.”

“That’s pretty much the answer I expected, beyond the closing note. Why can’t I trust Lord Ryan?” Imani questioned.

“Um, Boss?” Sharlene began. Imani held up a hand, looking at Constance.

It seemed to Connie as though both Sharlene and Belinda were perplexed at the question. In fact, Connie was as well. The answer  seemed rather obvious, and in the time Constance had known the Duchess, Lady Imani had repeatedly confirmed herself to be far from a dull or slow wit.

“It would be entirely typical of the machinations of the Children of the Stars for Ryan to have accepted to do the deed, and then use the ruse of wishing to warn you about personally it to position himself to strike, my Duchess,” Connie replied respectfully.

Imani frowned. “With all due respect, Lady Sorceress, your people are a bit weird. If I can’t trust Ryan, then I can’t have either of you in my Court. If you two are persona non grata within Eden, then you’re both as dead as iron coffin nails within a handful of weeks, as Condemned Heretics. A paycheque you don’t live long enough to spend isn’t worth anything at all. Ergo, it seems obvious to me Ryan is entirely trustworthy in this matter. Otherwise, he’d have just acted alone, without a word to you at all, in order to make it obvious you were an uninvolved innocent.”

“Impressed. Amused. That sort of ease of reasoning and politics, Lady Imani, is why you are Duchess,” Lady Belinda chuckled.

Constance blinked at the calm and composed young woman seated opposite her. Imani glanced over at Belinda. “Lady Elizabeth is many things, and not all of them positive, but I’ll never short-sell her as a teacher. I learned from one of the best.”  Imani paused for a moment, and then looked at Constance.

“In fact,” she said, “please go invite Lord Ryan to join us. I appreciate you doing your part to make sure everything was smartly handled. Now that we’re all on the same page, there is no reason for him to not be involved in the conversation.“

“As you please, your Grace. Thank-you for your kindness and wisdom. It is a pleasure to deal with you at times like this,” Connie said.

Imani smiled. “Likewise, Lady Sorceress. Completely likewise.”
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