

    
        
          The Good Guy

        

        
        
          Justin Fraser

        

        
          Published by Justin Fraser, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE GOOD GUY

    

    
      First edition. December 14, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 Justin Fraser.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1370123919

    

    
    
      Written by Justin Fraser.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

The Lord's Mansion

Temporary Paws

Brigade of Fire

The Castle Witch

The Automatic City

A Better Way To Kill

Dead Magic

The Good Guys

Galenia

Beyond Endings

Further Reading: The Rackon



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to the chase, and the catch,
and all those plans that come together.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Lord's Mansion


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


HOPE IS WEIRD.

A misty, unnatural smoke filled the room, steady wisps that filtered in from the kitchen.  I could smell the singe of the flour dust coating the baking bread, but I pined for a trickle of that sweet, peppered smell of meat.  Thanks to the two shadows in the corner of this dingy little tavern, this place would never serve meat again.  There wasn't any, and quite on purpose.  Meat reminded us too much of what we'd all become.

I heard the sound of thunder outside, and my heart leaped up my throat.  The door flew open, and there stood a tall stranger, a black silhouette against a sudden flash of lightning.  He loomed, soaked in rain, and I risked a very delicate and surreptitious glance to the shadows.  Their unblinking eyes stabbed at the newcomer, driving deep into the heart of their new target.

It would be a categorical falsehood to call them men.  They were killers, and not the friendly, neighborhood type.  They wore long black coats and masks that covered their mouths.  The way they moved had a sharpness, so that no one wanted to stand in their paths, lest they be cut.  They were stone-still when they sat, eyes motionless but for any sudden movement.  Then, their gazes would lock.  Everything about them made my skin crawl, but none more than the way they breathed; no heaving of the chest, no slight hint of sound as the air entered through their noses.  Not a motion betrayed the expected respiration setting alight the fiery reactors of life within the lungs of these creatures.  You'd miss it if you weren't looking for it, but eventually you'd start to feel pretty uneasy in their company.

The fact is, they weren't breathing.

Not one bit.

They were watching when the man marched past the lowered heads and quiet, stiffened folk.  He had no regard for the darkness seeping into the room.  Oh, what terror in those chill moments when, for the first time in months, a man had dared to move with such vigor before the killer gazes of our masters!  My legs shook as his boots resounded in the room, and I swear the flames in the fireplace leapt with every thud.  His unbuttoned gray duster flowed in his wake, drifting like the cloth of a god descending with blessings on the valleys of the hopeless.  Yeah, right!  This was no blessing!  The stranger's presence crushed the still of our quiet, dying village.  I pulled my hood over my head, receding more and more as I tried to hide from reality.  My inner girl cried out and bawled in fear and shame, but outwardly I dare not cry, for they could smell tears.

That was the perversion of hope.  Someone had to die now.  In the beginning, our villages banded together and tried to fight back, but we were no match for them.  They culled the strongest among us, and those who remained – the cattle – were cowards, and spent our lives hoping to survive just one more day.  No one tried to stay this unfortunate fellow; no one reached out to waylay his fate, give him some warning.  Like the absolute cowards we'd become, we secretly hoped that he was the sacrifice, and that his brazenness would draw the shadows to him.

I risked – and it was a risk – another glance at our terrible keepers.  They were lanky, and kept their hands hidden somewhere in their coats.  They just sat, never talking, only watching.  Never doing.  For all the drink available, these two men were keeping everyone sober.  Heavy drinkers would not survive in this town for more than a night or two.

“A tall glass of something strong!”

I wanted to jump in my seat when the voice boomed around the bar.  Dust fell from the ceiling, and the walls shook.  Too rowdy!  In this town, people kept their heads low and whispered.  No one slammed fists onto a bar and demanded a drink.  There were unspoken rules, and even for a stranger, in that oddly psychic way terrified groups of people often can, everyone was giving strong signals.  Stop it!  Stop while we're ahead!

The man tossed a few coins down, and they were no trifling matter.  I was certain that was enough coin to buy the place.  The extravagance was too much for us.  People were watching with blood-shot, wide eyes as this lunatic purged his glass of its liquid and wiped his mouth.  His temper matched the tenseness of the room.  He inveighed, growling in disappointment as he finished and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“This is your strongest drink?  The younger sister of a sissy drink.  Bring me something that could boil a demon's tongue, or don't bother.”

He slid the glass violently toward the bartender, who fumbled to catch it.  The poor proprietor was sweating buckets and breathing through his teeth.  As expected, the two men in the corner had risen, and they were firing impassive gazes at the back of the stranger’s neck.  My legs went dead.  I felt like there was nothing I could do.  Worse!  There was, simply, nothing anyone could do!  It all went bad years ago...so very, very bad.  The time for heroes was long gone.  In my world, everything ended in blood.  It would be no different with this crude fellow.

I found my body like that of a doll, unable to move a muscle, slumped and lifeless in my chair.  I forgot how long it was before I started breathing again.  Things grew tense for everyone as the two shadows drifted closer to their new prey, dragging their tattered coats.  They made no sound when they moved, and came upon each side of the stranger, who ignored them and downed another, larger mug in great gulps.  He drew a deep breath, sounding satisfied despite his protests.

“That will have to do.”

“You do not like the drinks so much, I think?” said the smaller of the frightening pair.  “I am thinking you are right, that these drinks are not...strong?”

The stranger turned suddenly, nose to nose with death itself, and totally unaware.  No one here...no one would dare.  They wouldn't dare look these creatures in the eye.

“I like a drink that makes my blood boil.  This is rubbish.  Garbage.  Pathetic.  I want a drink that could wake the dead.”

The pale man met his gaze, and for the first time I noticed that the stranger matched the men for height.  He was rather...intimidating, much like our horrifying keepers.  However, he was not the same kind of monster, and those monsters didn't care for men of his brash nature.  Now, for that man, there was no escape, no hope.  I was surprised to see him still standing.  In this situation, that much was a miracle.

Nobody in this town ever got more than one of those.

The stranger didn’t know they were going to drink his blood. The outside world, for us, was another universe.  Visitors couldn't possibly know about the vampires, because we were completely cut off.  The misty magic that shrouded us in fog provided cover for the vampires to operate.  For some time now, things had been this way.  Sometimes they would appear at night and take one or two of us to feed on.  Anyone leaving the village...never made it.  And anyone coming in...

Oh, that dreadful fog!  It kept us dead to the world; a ghost village, adrift in the afterlife, detached from the rest of humanity.  Strangers arriving fresh were either new vampires, or luckless visitors who would, likely, end up vampires themselves.  Trying to warn people would only bring the wrath of the bloodsuckers, so we were quiet, docile, and played along in a game of dread and death.

“Oh,” laughed the skinny vampire, “wake the dead?  I, too, am thinking this would be a good drink.  Where can I find such a drink?  Not here.  Not in this town.”

There was a clear shift in friendliness when the other vampire spoke.  “Why don’t you join us outside for a drink more suitable to men of our peculiar tastes?”

The stranger turned.  His expression was sour.  He snapped at the creature, unabashed.  “What makes you think you can drink in my league?”

Thinking back to it, there was something in that moment.  A hidden bell.  A crying siren.  The warnings went unnoticed by us all, but by then it was already too late.

The two vampires glanced at each other.  Their eyes were full of mischief, as though the stranger's words provoked them to seek further amusement.  Then the bigger vampire responded with a sarcastic tone, playing into the joke to the amusement of his fellow shadow.

“If it is drinking, I think you will find that my friend and I...”

I do not, to this day, know exactly what happened.  The vampire was talking.  Everyone present must have seen him talking.  Indeed, his mouth was moving, but the words became incomprehensible, as if all the tools weren’t quite there for speech.  The vampire's hand moved up, up to his mouth to dab at his lips.  This proved difficult, because in order to do so there has to be a mouth, and in order to be a mouth, the lower jaw must not be missing.  It can't, for instance, be rocking back and forth on the floor before clattering to a stop.

The stranger's hand was covered in blood.

I could see the mental discord as the other vampire tried to work out what was going on.  Once everything registered properly, it lost all hesitation and bared fangs, but with the kind of poor timing often accompanied by finding a boot in one's face.  The creature flipped several times by the force of the kick, and landed backward, smashing an empty chair.

Nobody moved. I could do nothing but watch the violence that unfolded.  I drew back in horrified fascination, eyes searing with pain as my lids got wider and wider, until the tired, bloodshot eyeballs threatened to pop from their sockets.  The stranger grabbed the big vampire by his collar and yanked down hard, cracking its skull against the bar.  The vampire dropped to its knees and clutched its head, trying to scream but still suffering from lack-jaw.  Several kicks to the chest saw the vampire cease his fruitless flailing, but the man did not stop.  Harder and harder and harder, more and more and more, he stomped, crushed, slammed those boots down, a barrage of bludgeoning violence like a glimpse at this man's inner madness, and he did not care what anyone thought about it.  The vampires eyes bulged, and its breathing went hoarse.  Vampires didn't need to breath, so the impact was forcing action on his undead lungs.  Did the stranger stop?  No.  He took the vampire by the shoulders and lifted him into the air.  Crack!  He brought it down on its neck, took it by one leg and swung the whole limp body into the fireplace.  The furious stranger was insatiable.  He clomped those heavy boots across the floor and grabbed the tails of the vampire's black jacket, dragging it from the fire yet again.  He repeatedly slammed the corpse into the brick of the fireplace.  When he released it, the body seemed to hang in midair, precariously balanced on shuddering vampire legs.  Then, it slid to the ground.

The stranger removed something from the recesses of his duster, and with a swift jab, struck the vampire’s heart.

Everyone stared at the stake in astonishment.

The incident took place so quickly that the other vampire had yet to fully stand.  It rubbed its head, still stunned.  The stranger crossed the room in a stomping rage and stood over the dazed vampire for a moment.  In that short span of time, I could see it in his eyes; this stranger wasn't thirsty for a drink.  There was something more, something out of reach, and in his hunt he would not be forestalled.  Whatever his object, whatever would pacify this unpredictable rampage, I didn't want to come between it and him.

Gripping the vampire by the cheeks, and with no apparent effort, the stranger lifted him into the air.  “Well!?” he yelled.  “And what do you think of fear?”

The vampire couldn't find words to answer, so the stranger obliged him by dropping the back of its head against the corner of a table.

“Terrifying!?  Yes!?”

“Yes!”

That was the day a vampire answered to a man while under duress.  That was when my weird hope got all screwed up and came into focus.

“You got in my way.” yelled the man, spitting the words in the vampire’s face, “You, who knows nothing of wickedness, dares stand in my way?”

One minute, he was banging the vampire against the ground, eyes enraged, and the next he smiled a friendly smile, and his voice got a little softer.  That didn't hide the menace or the threat one bit.  “Tell the clan I say hi.  And tell them to leave.  They won’t.  They’ll ignore you and come after me.  Do not come with them.  If you do, I have to kill you first, just to make my point, and I will take my time.  Tell them I am coming.  Then, you're going to want to run far, far away.  By the way...”

The boot came down on the vampire’s knee.  It screamed like a banshee.

“Yes.  By the way.  Run the whole way.  And if I see you slow down, I’m coming after you.”

The vampire leaped up and booked it out the bar, nearly taking the door off the hinges.  I’ve never seen a turn of speed like that from anyone with a broken leg, but I wasn’t surprised.  My current shattered reality was a screaming mess.  My psyche couldn't cope.  I was in the midst of a very important life event, probably on par with birth.

Right now there were nine other people that wanted to say something like, “Thanks pal.  Now they’re going to come back and kill us all.”  But who the hell was going to say that to this guy?

He left.  He left the room without saying a word.

Something opened up inside me at that moment.  I had shivers.  I felt like I couldn’t sit still – that it would be sin to do so.  My heart was thumping faster and faster, but it wasn’t just in my heart.  My mind soared into a hazy gust of madness.  I had to do something, and there was no plan, no hint as to what.  With grim determination, I slammed my hands onto the table and stood.  I had only eyes for that door.  Whether I was watched in awe or ignored, whether they stared down on me in pity or gazed in disbelief, I followed my vision in a straight line, right outside.  I never planned on thinking of those people again, and I never intended to return.

A moment later, I ducked back in, trotted up to the owner with my head hanging, threw down some coins to pay my bill, apologized silently by bobbing my head, and left, looking like an idiot.
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THAT WAS THE BEGINNING of my crazy story.  It gets crazier, but this is where it all started, and where I learned that no matter how insane my day was going, tomorrow would raise the bar.

When I stepped out of that tavern for the second time, the cold and the fog instantly chilled me.  I gathered myself in my cloak and pressed on.  He was ahead, in the distance, that man, moving apparition-like through the fog.  Clearly a man of no fear.  I hurried past the rows of houses, up a curving road, past the dead grass and broken windows that signaled the beginnings of humanity's forfeit.  Against the dullness of death all around, the stranger burned with fiery color.  He was tall, and quite handsome, but his face had such wicked cruelty adorning every muscle that it might have struck me frozen to have him glance my way.  He didn’t, and I kept my distance.  Looking at him, he might have taken form from nothing, a myth born from the fog itself.

The rain drenched us both.  I kept under my hood, but the stranger stayed exposed to the skies.  He slicked his dark hair back and produced a pair of round spectacles, slipping them on.  The lenses were shaded, and I puffed my cheeks out in confusion and mild annoyance.  Who needed sunglasses in this fog?  Was this vampire irony?  So much about him felt defiant.  His duster looked thick and heavy, but he wore it like silk and moved through the wind without resistance.  He was unopposed by the entire universe.  Even his boots did not seem to catch on the mud.

I said nothing.  This was because I was too frightened to make any real contact, but it also had a lot to do with my inability to speak.  I hadn’t a voice, and here at the end of my teens I was used to communication with gesture.  Well, in the current situation, what would I say?  I followed him to the edge of town.  He seemed to think he could just walk out, where the rest of us had spent all this time in terror of the edge, knowing that none were permitted to leave.  Some spell locked us away, made us prisoners to the vampires.  I had to wonder if there was a world beyond.  Maybe the vampires had the whole world under their ugly, curved thumbs, just like this tiny village.  Maybe man was doomed.

But here was this man, and the thought clearly hadn't crossed his mind.

We passed a dying willow at the edge of town.  I ducked beside it, as if hiding.  It didn’t matter.  He knew that I followed, and I knew he knew.  I touched the tree gently with the tips of my fingers.  I used to climb high as a child, dreaming of the future, of something great just within reach beyond the branches of time.

Those were happy times.  The nightmare of the vampires had devoured those dreams.

And suddenly here was this man.  He was something impossible.

I felt reality distort around him.  There was a particular feeling I could associate with his presence; it made me want to look over my shoulder, be wary of danger, and stay on my toes.  He was a snake-like tongue flicking past the ears, hissing fright into the soul.  He belonged far away, in a story of warning for misbehaving children.  There was nothing that put me at ease or made me feel like I was in the presence of a hero.  All I knew was that one vampire was dead, and one had fled for its life.  What kind of man can do that?

He started to get away, and I darted from my cover and caught up, resuming my slow, hesitant pace.  I reached out, once, like I might touch him, though I was ten feet away.  I paused and withdrew my hand, hiccuped silently, and lowered my head to stare at the wet gravel as I realized where I was standing.  We'd come to a terrible place.  This was the graveyard, where I never went, even before the vampires.  I looked around cautiously, thinking this the worst place to be right now, with those slimy, pale creatures soon to be annoyed by the loss and humiliation of their kin. They were terribly unforgiving.  They would do awful, awful things in retaliation, and tonight the whole town had been put in danger.

But this man! There was his own unforgiving nature, still resonating from the recent violence.  The vampires would only retaliate because they had to keep control, because we had broken rules.  What was he retaliating for?  What drove him to this rage against the vampires?  Whatever I witnessed back in that tavern, it didn't show any sign of forgiveness.

Almost as a defense against the brutal reality of this world, I found that I forgave the danger he'd brought about.  But was it right?  Everyone would face the wrath of the vampires.  A lot of people would die.  Why did I forgive him?  Why did I hold no grudge?  I...wasn’t sure.  I grappled with it.  They would kill him, too, and yet I worried more over that than whoever would suffer because of his actions.

I was dead the moment I followed him from that tavern.  But now it was a certain death, soon to come, and no longer the dreaded death that may result in a night of lottery.  I was relieved, and for what it was worth, this man had my gratitude.  I leaped to his side suddenly, expending a lifetime's bravery in that single moment.  I whined a little with the very, very quiet sounds of air I could manipulate with my paralyzed voice.  I squeaked and waved my arms, trying to indicate warning while he pressed me down with a blank gaze.  When I finished, I stared pleadingly, hoping he understood.

“They’re all going to die.” he said.

I turned my head toward the village and stared forlornly.  He was right; the vampires would be merciless after this insult.

My terrifying acquaintance strode forward.  “Every last one of them.  I’m going to kill them all.  So quit jumping around.  You’re getting in the way of my fun.”

I would have dropped my jaw, but that was an action for people who had speech to go speechless with.  Instead, I stood flabbergasted, then rallied alongside him, spreading my arms to indicate the vast numbers of vampires I knew existed.  There were at least twenty that regularly picked up villagers, and wherever they were taken, I'm sure plenty more vampires were to be found.

He put a hand on my shoulder.  I closed my eyes and winced.  If he was going to kill me, my debt was repaid.  That was all the warning I could give.

But he brushed me aside, toppling me.  I propped myself up on my elbows, a little insulted.  I quickly froze when I realized what was going on.  There, in the middle of the graveyard, I watched him smiling just a crack from the corner of his mouth.  He opened his arms, inviting – or, rather, daring – the things in the shadows to step out.

“Hunting a man in the open from the trees?  You're starting to bore me.”

I half-gasped, looking up.

I shivered. The dead branches of the graveyard trees contained moving shapes that darted around silently.  Were they there the whole time?  Could they really watch and follow, silently as the wind?  At any time they might have reached down and plucked me away.  Five, maybe six or seven...it was hard to tell with how swiftly they moved from branch to branch.  We were outnumbered.  This man might be able to handle two vampires at once, but I was useless and defenseless.  Nor did I expect any protection.  I was going to die, no matter how things went.  I sank, giving up.

“Strange man.”

“Indeed.”

“Very strange.”

The vampires laughed and mocked him from above, but he only smiled.  They told him he would die.  He was food, meat, cattle.  These things they taunted him with.  But he smiled.  He smiled like madness come to life, and he raised both arms to them, and he laughed.  The sound echoed against the fog itself, and filled the graveyard in a resounding, ghost-like wail.  Such a laugh should have come from some deep, mountain lair.  It was a laugh that mocked the despair of heroes.  Nothing about the sound was joy; it spelled doom, for any that would oppose him.  That kind of laugh belonged after ominous words, like “Now I'll show them!  I'll show them all!”

His arms descended like a curtain on a closing act.  His voice went soft, and he said something, in a childish, sing-song voice:

“I know where a mansion is...”

The words trailed off into silence.  The vampires stopped flitting about overhead.  Six of them fell to the ground, surrounding us.  I rolled onto my hands and knees, bracing as if to take flight in vain.  These vampires were a ghastly bunch, with sinister, black cloaks that flicked in the wind like devil tongues.  They were no longer mocking in amusement.  Now they were silent, angry, and oh, were they staring!  At the mention of a mansion, all the games were ended.  I didn't know what mansion he meant, and now I had no idea what to expect from the vampires.

“No human is allowed to find the mansion.”

“We shall purge you here.”

“Time to die, human.  You'll make a pleasant meal, at least.”

“You will die, and we shall pluck the mansion from your brain.”

The stranger chuckled.  Brilliant!  I had followed a madman to my death!

I guess that had been the plan all along.  Probably worse ways to die, right?  I mean, don't press me to think of them, but the laws of probability suggest that there have to be a few.  At least one or two.

The vampires screamed in unison.  I covered my ears as my heart began to pump like a cyclist on a sugar high.  They lunged, focusing on the threat and, likely, saving me for dessert.

All the screams ended, and the deed was done.

Lightning cracked the sky.  The thunder boomed.  A mad cackle flooded this world from the heart of whatever dimension encompassed everything wicked.

Veins pulsed on the stranger's forehead.  His eyes bulged.  He wore a smile that could frighten a demon into wetting the bed.  My brain was rewinding, trying to track what had happened.  The resolution I’d formed in my head had skewed the images, but they were slowly coming back to me.  Six lunging vampires...a stake in the left hand, a stake in the right, two vampires pierced through the heart...and one stake twirling from inside the man’s coat...and a headbutt!  He had headbutt a stake through a third vampire’s heart!

My god...my god...

A boot on the neck of the fourth.  Crack!  No motion but a twitching, bony hand that finally fell to the muddy ground, limp.  And then just two vampires, their teeth sunk deeply into the neck, but not his neck.  The necks, respectively, of the vampires held at the end of stakes in the hands of a madman.

And this madman had two more vampires to kill.  They didn’t even have time to remove their teeth from the corpses of their...did vampires have friends?  He dropped the bodies, the struggling vampires dragged down by the weight.  At the same time, the stranger caught his final victims by the neck with his bare hands.  He soared into the air, lifting them easily, fell back to the ground and smashed their heads over two gravestones.  Two simultaneous thuds were followed by running vampire blood.  They yelped in pain, but only shortly, because his hands rose to the sides and swiped down.  This time I saw clearly.  The jaws came off like mere hunks of bread being peeled away.  This man tore at vampires – creatures with the strength of five men or more – like they were made of paper.  Was this even a man?  And he shouted at them, like they would be alive to remember his words, and that clearly was not the case.

“You shouldn't...have stood...in my way!”

Slam!  Slam!  Slam!

He did not stop for a very long time.  It was fear that held me, first.  My heart beating fast and my breathing shallow, I sat and watched, hypnotized by the unashamed violence.  After a while, my fear started to become frightened embarrassment.  The full impact of the situation, which was mostly the impact of skulls on cement blocks, hit me in the stomach, and I began to feel nauseous at the sight of all the blood.  I turned away, until a century later, when the brutality ended.
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“AND HE IS TRAVELING this way, apparently.”

Lord Ursgelda slumped in her throne, smiling to herself in amusement.  The man must be a real nuisance.  Her servant, the loyal McCobb, was relaying the rumor in a most gruesome fashion.  He wouldn’t bother her with a single man unless he was a nuisance.  But what a nuisance!  Eight vampires!  And some of them quite strong, too.

Ursgelda stared at the swirling red liquid inside a diamond-studded, crystalline goblet.  She could almost see the two traveling figures in her drink, pressing through the thick mists of the graveyards and hills towards town.  How delightfully interesting!  “What about the girl?”

“Nobody, my Lord,” McCobb answered.  “Not a girl worth noting. She was following him, according to our scout.”

“Where is this scout?”

McCobb hesitated.  “It seems...he has disappeared.”

“Has he gone back to observe this man?”

“No my Lord.  He was running away from the town.  He wouldn't stop, either.  I had to keep pace to get his report.”

Ursgelda laughed.  She laughed and laughed and laughed, until she accidentally bit her own lip with a fang.  She wiped her mouth angrily.  Then, turning to McCobb, she asked, “Do you think they still exist?  Vampire hunters?”

After all, eight was a rather lot of vampires to kill.  The greatest hunters only ever killed ten at a time, and it took three of them to do it.  It was more difficult, when there were so many, but hunters were a distant memory now.  One man would be no trouble, surely.

McCobb bowed slightly.  “I do not know.  But even so, I doubt this man is one of them.  Our scout believed him to be possessed of a demon.  Wild speculation, naturally.”

“Naturally.”  Ursgelda slung herself backward over the armrest of her throne and kicked a leg back and forth, lazily.  She held her glass up to the light reflected from the stained glass adorning the ceiling.  The colors of the filtered light were hypnotizing, and gave her a sensation of spinning round and round.  The deadly sunlight became a drug when scattered across the spectrum, and Ursgelda felt the warm euphoria muffle all her overly-acute senses until a kind of peace filled her.  Even the taste for blood washed away for a moment as she stared drunkenly at the distant dome above.

Finally, she sat up, steadied herself, and stood to her full height.  The tight dress, knee-high boots, and beautiful silver necklace, were a perfect match to a tall, thin, shapely figure of a woman for whom any man, living or undead, would find utmost appreciation.  So they looked a little silly on a short girl with pig-tailed, red hair, a quirky smile, and virtually no curves.  Barely over half of McCobb’s height, she looked like a child, and the only thing seductive about her might have been her voice, except she had a tendency to snort a little.  Not the precise image one might expect for the Vampire Lord, but reality catered to necessity, and for the vampires, their leaders necessarily required strength of blood, and she was the purest, strongest, most noble, and most powerful of all.

“Eight vampires.  What a dangerous man.  The kind of food I would love to play with.”

Ursgelda sighed and crossed the room to a large, glass globe that rested on a dais.  It stood almost as tall as herself.  She spun it slowly with her index finger, dragging a red nail across the turning circumference.  She stopped it suddenly, staring intently at the spot above her finger, as though the real place was being divined from the model.

“But we can’t really waste time with a lone hunter.  Especially if he knows about the mansion.  Send for Gwattol.  Tell him he may end this rampage with as much of a mess as he desires.”

McCobb bowed.  “He will be honored, my Lord.”

“Probably.  He will certainly have fun.”

Gwattol the vampire was having fun.  Soaring high above the dim lights of scattered towns that penetrated the mists, he smiled viciously.  For too long he had been forced to deal with flimsy bodies of would-be heroes, and with the pickings being what they were, the only real fun left was the torment of villagers that he plucked from the streets and dragged back to the vampire nests.

Supposedly there was a troublemaker among the humans.  If word was true, a single man had slain several of his brethren, which is admirable in the weak flesh of humanity.  But now he would face Gwattol!  Perhaps those few seconds of battle would be worth the long flight from the city...

Gwattol, the behemoth vampire, easily ten feet tall, all muscle, and with enough bulk to alarm an elephant, flew like an arrow through the fog.  He was lanced through with decorations of fangs and gold and silver about the ears and mouth, and his thick forehead rolled back to meet a grungy mane of blood-spattered, brown hair.  Animal furs anointed his arms and legs, and he wore a long loincloth that  stretched tight against the bulging leg muscles rippling beneath his dark-blue flesh.  His white and yellow fingernails appeared to have gone head to head with a paroxysmal file, and the rest of him looked like the after-image of a three day knife fight.  The scars were so many that, should they all reopen at the same time, he would disappear completely.

Gwattol was not, to be very clear, pretty.

He was also wont for violence, and he intended to have his fun, to the dismay of this human benefactor.

He spread his scarred wings, which stretched a full fifteen feet at their widest span, caught the wind and rose steadily.  He froze at peak, a grotesque air statue.  Moonlight glinted over his eyes, casting them in a pearly-white sheen, and they glowed menacingly.

Gwattol descended.

​I had no idea how to get my point across, but it's not like he was paying attention.  The town wasn’t deserted; overcome with fear, people were holed up for the night.  There were a few lights here and there, but they were the low, dancing lights of candles, dimly outlining the closed windows of the old houses.  It was a very small town, nearly picked clean by the vampires, and a sorry premonition of the future.  Faint whispers indicated the townspeople were aware of our presence and disapproved.

I understood.  There was no one worth trusting these days.  The vampires learned everything that went on in the village.  All it took was one coward, if it could really be called cowardice, to tell them everything, with the empty promise that it would not be they selected next.  Trust was deader than our macabre lords.

I followed the stranger through the gloomy streets.  The town seemed to hold no interest for him.  He moved in a straight line, as if staring directly at some distant goal.  To him, this might be easy.  For me, my legs were already tired, I was scared to death, and I’m pretty sure I needed a change of clothes after the graveyard incident.  Never drink before confronting vampires in a graveyard.  Direct correlation to bladder problems.

There was a bright side.  I felt oddly safe behind this lunatic.  He was murderous, loud, arrogant, angry, deadly, strong, and dangerous, but it was all directed at them.  Until they realized he was a real threat, and sent an army of vampires to finish him off, this was probably the safest place to be.

The ground shook so hard that I fell on my rump.  In the moonlit streets, I saw dust swirling into the air, and I hiccuped myself into a frenzy as I shot forward on my elbows, slowly getting to my knees.  My...I guess he was my protector, had stopped, patiently standing amid the dust.  He waited, and as I stared into the settling swirls kicked up by the impact, an image began to form in my mind of some horrible monstrosity, tall as a house and towering several feet over the vampire killer I had trusted to keep me alive.  My hopes were slipping away.

They told stories about Gwattol.  They said he was the toughest vampire, stronger than any ten vampires.  He could tear trees up from the roots, cleave the body of a man in half before he could blink, could out-roar a lion, and the very sight of him could...

...I really needed to change clothes.

I was dead for sure this time.  Taking on Gwattol with a stake?  How?  Luck?  There probably wouldn’t be enough in the world.  I wasn’t surprised that he examined Gwattol with nothing more than mild interest, but whatever madness held his fear in check, it made no difference.  Ten vampires at a swat.  What devastation could Gwattol set loose upon one man?

I suppose I would know soon enough.

Gwattol started speaking, a loud, booming voice echoing through the village.

“I know how many of you live here.  We keep count.  I expect every last one of you human filth to come out and watch.  This man killed a vampire.  This is what we do to people who think they can be heroes.”

And the damned fool walked right up to it!  Right up to Gwattol!  A legend in terms of vampiric death-dealing!

The windows and doors of the houses indeed began to pop open.  What could they do?  Thirty people in this village at most, and this one vampire could kill all of them.  There was no way to disobey any more.

Gwattol stood triumphant.  He had the air of a creature used to triumph, and in his scarred and battered, muscular visage, the very ideal of demonic fright, it was his terrible, terrible mistake that he smiled, curling his lips up to expose the largest fangs I have ever seen.  They might have been as thick as my skinny little arms.

And to my violent knight, they meant nothing.  Gwattol was still smiling when his teeth shattered.  So quick was his enemy that before Gwattol showed any signs of pain, rage, or anger, a knee met him in the gut.  Whatever pretty speech, whatever threat he had lined up for the masses, whatever he had to say to his opponent before swatting him away, went unheard.

Gwattol fell.

And the stranger went full maniac.  Was he speaking to the town or to himself?  I couldn't be sure.  “Oh yes.  Oh yes, watch.  All of you watch!  You fear nothing but insects!”

He called a monster like Gwattol an insect!

Gwattol roared and tried to stand.  His roar was cut short.  One of the the disadvantages of being such a gigantic creature – and it may not come up too often, I understand – is that his mouth was more than large enough to accommodate a very heavy boot, all the way to the heel.  He choked, and blood ran from the corners of his lips as the boot was removed.

“What are you?  What are you?  Standing in my way?  An insignificant remnant of something forever hidden in shadows?  A beast that calls out to these cowardly worms as if to boast?  You have enslaved a hen-house, and you brag that you are so great.”

The village seemed about ten degrees colder.  The stranger hissed his words in contempt.  At his feet, the horrid creature breathed in short breaths, a desperate act of stabilizing muscles for a vampire.  Gwattol's knees shook as he tried to stand.

Gwattol spat at the ground.  His eyes gave him away, and it was clear from their darting movement that he wasn’t sure what was going on.  Any moment, the spell would be broken, and he would rise.

But here, in this town, was this man.  And Gwattol would not rise tall tonight.

The villagers did not dare move.  They watched, silently, sweating the same cold sweat I felt covering my insignificant self.  In the presence of giants, we all felt small.  We really were cowards, and nothing, and so afraid had we become that we were like farm animals, aware of our fate but happy to sit in futility, eating and drinking and doing little else until the end.  What had I become?  Why did the truth make me feel so empty?  It was stupid to think I wasn’t afraid any more.  I didn’t feel protected or safe or have faith in this man as a hero.  I was still terrified by the vampires.  But this man...this man...made me want to see violence.  I wanted to watch the vampires hurt.  I wished I could hurt them myself, but watching it through him would do.  I don’t know what went through the minds of the timid villagers, but I felt my own sense of personal justice.  I may have sold my soul to a devil of a man, but this feeling alone was worth the price.

I wanted to watch Gwattol bleed.  I would not be disappointed.

Gwattol suddenly made a dive at the man.  It was not sudden enough. The weight of the vampire would have thrown him to the ground, but Gwattol missed, and his wings had spread during the leap, as if to give himself the appearance of some mythical beast pouncing upon this tough prey.  My knight was suddenly underneath the lunging monster, gripping the bone of Gwattol's wing where it met his back, and the stranger pulled Gwattol to the ground with little effort, snapping the wing like a chicken bone.  The stranger laughed savagely and gripped Gwattol by the hair.  Gwattol was dragged through the dirt at an incredible speed, all the more so because his captor was running backward while pulling something twice his size.  A horse corral, empty of any horses, stood along a tavern at the edge of the open road.  Gwattol flew, his body tumbling as though in the grip of an alligator.  Everyone saw the vampire gritting his busted teeth, trying to claw at the ground.  But for all his might he was pulled along effortlessly.  The huge vampire was thrown with force, and he opened his eyes in time to see the thick, wooden post of the corral moving toward him at speed.  Gwattol’s face shattered the post, and he continued to sail a few yards before crashing onto his side and rolling in the dirt.

The dust settled.  Gwattol sat on one knee, visibly worn.  He shook his head and snorted.  I was still terrified by his might, but he was not quick to run his mouth  now, and I could feel a heavy retribution in the air.  He kept a furious eye on the approaching stranger.  To him, the man he faced was expressionless, unforgiving, and broke not a sweat from the effort of having dragged Gwattol through the dirt.

Gwattol, utterly insulted, punched the ground in rage.  He stood, broken and bleeding, and ran at the visitor with a yell.  The stranger, too, ran, but he did not bellow or shout.  He did not furrow his brow in rage.  He just ran, with his eyes pegged on the beast.  I had the impression that Gwattol was like a tiny stream.  If you run at a stream, you watch it not because it holds any particular interest, but because when you reach the stream, you have to jump it.  To this man, Gwattol was that kind of obstacle.  Hardly worth mentioning.  I languished in that moment.  Gwattol and the man met.  In such an impact, it was impossible that things could go well for anyone but the vampire.  But Gwattol’s giant arm flew at his opponent’s head, intent on finishing this in one swat, and the arm suddenly flew backward.  An amazing hook from the stranger’s left arm not only deflected the punch, but sent Gwattol spinning round.  He fell again, face in the dirt.

I felt a tingle at my back.  The moment was gone, and something else filled me.  I even invented a little arm motion where I clenched my fist and quickly jerked my forearm down to my waist.  I might have interrupted the mood, if only I could shout out a triumphant “Yes!”

Gwattol managed to get to one knee again. It didn’t really matter.  Busted up, beaten, bleeding and humiliated, he knelt in the dirt.  Again, this powerful man approached him, and it was clear to Gwattol that there were things in this world no toughness could prepare for.  The struck arm looked broken and useless, and the injury made Gwattol wince.

There was, alas, no lack of effort on his part.  Gwattol brought himself to his feet again.  He took his time, and the deadly savior gave him that, to stand.  Both man and creature knew that this was the final showdown.  One was grim and determined.  The other...did not appear so sure.  But to Gwattol’s character, it was he who charged first.  This time a blind charge of rage and raw brute force.  The ground thundered as he leapt in great strides, growling like an entire pack of lions, and possibly two or three bears and a dinosaur...in an auditorium.  He lunged, going for the kill once more.

And he was kicked so hard his body was lifted several feet in the air.  He came down with a thud, and did not move.  And then it was just bam bam bam!  A few quick stomps of those boots, and Gwattol was a broken creature; still gasping through the blood gurgling from his lungs, but otherwise  not moving.

“I have no more use for you.”

And my hero turned and walked straight out of town.  I followed, and without looking back I could hear doors opening and shutters being removed.  On the way out, a few people passed me, and I saw the dead looks in their eyes as they converged onto the last known spot of the beaten vampire.  I didn’t look back to see if they had bravery enough to get close to Gwattol, because that was the past for me, and the future was this man.  Maybe they never got within a foot of the prone vampire.  Maybe they cut him to pieces.  Maybe they strung him up in the center of town.  I care not to invent such retributions.  I just knew that these people had given up on fear.
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“HE is a man, isn’t he?”

McCobb bowed low.  “Certainly.  He has that...smell.  He bleeds like a man, I’ve no doubt.”

“But have you seen him bleed?”

McCobb glanced off into a corner, where some cobwebs had gathered.  “N...no.  He was...unscratched when Gwattol fell.”

Ursgelda stepped down from her throne and walked slowly to the window.  She leaned outside and observed the moon, clearly aggravated.

“That must be wonderful blood.  I’ve no doubt he intends to come here, and he will.  He will arrive through any number of our kin.  So let us welcome him.”

“And that little wench?”

Ursgelda waved a hand in a vague motion of dismissal.  “Whatever you like.  Dessert, my faithful.  Dessert for you and the clan.  The man is mine.  Waylay him however you like, but bring him to me alive.”

The doors to the mansion opened.  With the moon at our backs, the light poured in on a dusty entrance hall.  While cobwebs hung from every corner of the ceiling, there was not a speck of dirt on the floor.  Vampires must come in and out a lot.  And I don’t know how my knight knew of the mansion, but this ultimate destination was no doubt the turning point of some larger story.  I felt embarrassed because I didn’t even know his name, but not too much.  After all, I wasn’t even worth the occasional glance.  He had to know I was here.  A man like this knows when he is followed, and I was right behind him, given how frightened I’d become.  There were certainly worse creatures than Gwattol in this place.  Otherwise, why come?

So he continued like I wasn’t there.  He marched into the mansion, unabashed.  He seemed to be taking ownership, like some invisible mantle was bestowed upon him merely for being present.

But the quiet disturbed me.  If there was a showdown waiting to happen, I expected it to be more sinister than a quiet, empty mansion. I tried not to look in the shadows, for fear of what I might find.  Looking was useless anyway, because if my knight couldn’t protect me, I had no chance of running away.  My life was now a tightrope walk, and the rope was held at one end by fate and the other by my violent friend.

Whatever he was here for, he did not plan on searching for it.  He stood in the middle of the entrance hall, gazed around the room as if it was his to issue orders, and he said, loudly and evenly, “I...am Ray Peril.”

So I had a name for him.  It was kind of like being friends now.  He was the sort of friend who made you feel like he might kill you at any moment.  That kind of relationship.

“And this is Silence.”

And I guess I had a name, too.  Actually, it was Tammy Knitbar, but whatever.  The voiceless protest rarely.

Wham!

He slammed his foot down.  The sound of his thick boots echoed around the chamber, and probably through every corridor of the mansion.  Dust fell in clumps from above, and I think a window may have broken somewhere, but my ears were ringing a little.

Wham-wham-wham!

“I...will...not...be denied!”

When the vampire appeared, it was as though he had always been there.  Some shadow at the far end of the staircase shifted and came forward.  If Gwattol was the most vicious and feral of the vampires, this one radiated a cool dignity.  He stepped forward, not threateningly, and took a bow.  Gone was the ugliness of the vampires from town.  This had to be one of the vampire aristocrats.  One of their leaders.  He even wore a tuxedo.

“You must be the man our informants have told us about.”

My friend – Ray Peril – smiled, and though he didn’t have fangs like a blood-sucker, he seemed more animal with that ivory grin.

“I’m sure they were good informants.”

“Oh, they were.  Very thorough, very dedicated.  Especially the one who ran away with broken legs.  Forgive me.  My name is Laves McCobb.  I am the servant of this house of our great vampire lord.”

“I know who you are,” Ray said.  He seemed to care very little for what the vampire was saying.  He just kept smiling.  It gave me chills, that smile.  The vampire was cool about it, but to see it from my angle was enough to make me run away, if I thought I stood a chance with the rest of the vampires.

“You are certainly of greater stock than the old hunters.  It used to take ten or twenty men to get as far as a vampire lord’s abode.  However, you have come here with nothing but this pathetic follower, and I assure you there are no inconsequential vampires inside this mansion.”

Ray laughed.  It was a laugh intended to calculate the worth of those around him.  McCobb did not look impressed.  I was possibly peeing myself, but I wasn’t sure, because I was that scared.  If anyone else had tried to laugh like that, it would be embarrassing to watch.  But the vampire McCobb and I just waited until he was finished, because the way Ray Peril laughed struck something in the spine and made it run yellow.  The laugh echoed through the mansion for several seconds after he stopped.

“You may remember, McCobb the vampire, receiving a letter?”

The vampire showed a sign of perplexity.  “A letter?  We receive very few letters, but from some small selection of the literate vampires.”

Ray stared at the vampire over his spectacles.  His eyes were as serious as a hungry lion.  This, assuming the lion is cutting a swath through vampires.

“You read a letter recently.  From me.  And you did not respond.”

McCobb was unsure of the turn events had taken.  To me it looked like he was thinking very hard.  How could he cope with this mad assertion?  Then, for just a moment, his eyes widened.  He caught himself in time, and remained standing firm and respectable.

“And you remember.  Did you show your master?”

“That was your letter?  I assumed it belonged to another clan of vampires.  You seriously thought a vampire would submit to a man?”

“Did you show your master?”

His voice boomed.  The vampire froze for an instant, and it was clear that I was on the right side of this battle when I saw McCobb tremble a bit.  Hitherto, vampires had never been yelled at, demanded of, and looked down upon.  I jumped for joy inwardly.  He was scared.

Yeah...on reflection, I had soiled myself at some point.  Still jumped for joy, though.  On the inside.

“That letter was an insult.  To ask us to bow before you?  Serve you?  In what capacity?  You are one puny man, and you have set your foot upon vampire soil, and tonight will see you dead.  You will not join us, you will be left as a corpse at the gate of the lowest village you graced, and you will have changed nothing.  These people belong to us.  My master has no time for letters seeking obeisance.”

“An outright refusal?  Did you know what was at stake?  Did you know what I would make of you?”

“Your small promise of creatures in the sunlight means nothing to us.  We love the night.  We are the shadows cast by the moon.  We have no use for daylight, or for you.”

Ray shrugged.  “Then I have no use for you.”

“Tell it to the vampire council of our lord and master, Ursgelda.  It is their fangs you will die upon.”

McCobb snapped his fingers.

There was a helluva lot of nothing that happened.  It took embarrassingly long moments to happen, too.

And McCobb stood, frozen in place.

There was no doubt now that he had fear in his eyes.  When this council failed to appear immediately, he probably deduced the worst.

“There are twelve of them,” Ray said, as though discussing the weather, “and they are all outside.  Right at the door.  They put me three minutes behind schedule.  I can't really blame them, though.  It was my choice to have more fun with them than necessary.  Would you like to talk to them?  Here.  There are words on the tips of their tongues.”

His arm flashed, and something hit the ground at McCobb’s foot.  It was pale-blue mixed with white and a faded red color that stained and spotted the whole object.  The white bits protruded symmetrically at two points on either side.  It was a lower jaw.

I could have mentioned sooner, I guess.  They attacked him in the courtyard when he caught one alone, and began mercilessly pummeling the creature, ignoring the cries of anguish, like they were a typical part of the process.  For him, they were.  When the others came to assist their brother, all their desperate efforts to pry away this madman ended in death.

McCobb stared at the jaw, horrified.  He shot a wide-eyed gaze at Ray, saw his smile, and in an instant, the entryway swallowed him up in shadow.  He vanished.  McCobb’s movement was so fast I barely registered that he’d run away.

And then I felt cold hands grip me.  I barely tried to struggle.  I felt the thin arms tighten around my waist and coil around my neck, and a pale, cold hand covered my mouth, the irony of which was probably lost on McCobb.  I froze in terror, expecting that he would break me with a quick twist, or worse...

“It occurs to me that a man like yourself does not let a girl tag along for no reason.”

“True,” Ray said.  That was a little reassuring.  Not enough, but the thought counted.

“So you know that I will bite this girl if you try anything.  Where does that put things?”

Ray looked at me.  I’ll never forget it.  I think a moment passed in which I really believed I was just a thing...like something left out in the rain that someone happened to notice through a window but had no intention of getting wet to retrieve.  It was a shrugging equivalent of a look, and it lasted only a second.  Then he shot a much more interesting and violent look at McCobb.

“Nothing has changed.  I’m going to kill you.”

McCobb’s hands were shaking, despite the deathly-strong grip he had on me.  I didn’t even know a vampire could shake.

And then Ray started to run.  Seeing it for the first time head-on, I had a new respect for any vampire that had stood its ground in front of him.  He moved too fast for a man of his size.  Tall, lean, and all muscle, he rocketed forward, his legs like the churning, unstoppable wheels on a steam engine.

McCobb panicked, as expected.  For a moment, I was sure I was going to be saved.  He would drop me and flee.

I gave the loyal vampire far too little credit.  I felt the bite on my neck, gasped as his grip loosened, and started to shake with panic, until whatever poison from the vampire coursed into my body and made the entire world feel light.  My vision blurred.  I saw a gray blob lunging toward me.  Ray cleared my height in a leap, and there was an explosion of movement from behind.  I started to fall.  My body would not respond, and I couldn’t catch myself.  I reeled backward, blissfully free from caring about anything.  Was it the peace of death?  Was it the vampire toxin affecting my brain?

It was all over so fast, and Ray was looking down at me with that uncaring gaze.  He caught me before I hit the ground.  Despite the events that followed, I chose to interpret it as a romantic gesture.

Something else stung my neck, and in an instant I snapped back to reality.  I breathed heavily, slid to my knees, and shook my head every which way, trying to sort out where I was. When I came to my senses, Ray was staring down at me.  I will tell anyone who cares to know – if I could speak – that kneeling in front of Ray Peril was one of the most disturbing things I've ever experienced.  Not only was I filled with the dread of futility in the face of an unstoppable force, it somehow seemed that everyone, kings and vampires included, should kneel before this man.  Rather, he expressed in his stance and gaze that this should be so.

And now I had that other dread thought.  I had been bitten by one of the creatures.  I knew what that meant.  I knew that this man knew.  Oh god, he was going to kill me.

I didn’t know what to do about this.  I mean, there was nothing to do.  Would he be as violent, given that this was an unexpected outcome for me?  Oh god...please make it quick.  I’d rather face five sadistic vampires than not be killed by Ray in less than three seconds.

“Don’t worry about the sunlight,” he said.  In his hands, he held a syringe, and he stared at it while pressing the plunger with his thumb.  A clear liquid squirt from the needle.  With a spin of his hand, it disappeared into his jacket.  “This is my own design.  They turned it down.  For you, it means you can be a vampire and still tolerate the sunlight.  Somewhat.  I never bothered perfecting this one, because the vampires really pissed me off by not writing back.”

He did not hold out his hand or even give me a compassionate look.  I know all that may have sounded like he gave a damn about me, but if you were me sitting there, soiled and suddenly full of the realization that you were now technically undead, and, on top of that, that you were going to be allowed to live, you would understand.  Whatever he was up to, this was just another stage in the process, and I was still just an object.

Ray turned away from me and headed for the staircase at the center of the grand entrance hall.  “Come on.” he said.  “There is one more.”

I rose obediently.  As I did so, I happened to glance over my shoulder.  Along the far wall, spread almost its full stretch, a splattering of red was running down the cold stone.  And from my feet to that same wall, little shreds of fabric littered the floor, the remnants of a very fine suit that had exploded during a nightmarish death.

It was his to open.  That was how he approached the great double-doors, adorned with golden trim cut into interesting shapes and sequined with etchings of a mystical nature.  The door was shaped like an arch, split down the middle, and had two handles that I guessed were silver laced with gold, and they were large enough to accommodate a giant’s hands.

Open.  Step through.  The door was nothing special after he graced it.

The room was an oval under a stained-glass dome.  Tall bookshelves lined the far curve of the wall, and thin windows, about eight of them, that were also stained-glass, dotted the circumference of the room.  A large globe sat to our left, close to the bookshelves and inconspicuously placed under some paintings of whatever.  Vampire faces.  Portraits of battle.  A red carpet sketched a path from the door to a stone throne in the center of the room, and then forked out, each end rolling to a window like a snakey tongue.  The throne was taller than Ray, very plain, and rested on a circular stone staircase in a circular shape that had tassels running round the edge.  Sitting in the throne, angrily tilting a decorative goblet between two fingers, was a mulgy girl with a sour, distorted expression, like she was unfamiliar with proper frowning etiquette.  It made me think the word “ew”.  She was shorter than me, and dumpy wasn’t the proper word, and I found I couldn’t define “mulgy” properly, so take it on faith that something about her looks was off.  She was pale as any other vampire, but she somehow had freckles, and...goodness, the pigtails.  I can’t begin to tell you how wrong those pigtails were.  She should have been milking a cow in overalls, but instead she was passing it off as atrociously as possible by wearing a red dress that revealed the curves she did not have, accentuated a thirteen-year-old’s bust, and left exposed those sickly vampire-blue thighs.  To put the final nail in the coffin, she had on boots that came to her knees, looked horribly stiff, and were black.

And, being a vampire, she was also undead, so she rose from that nailed coffin by wearing oval glasses.  I wanted to go home.

“To The Dark Creatures:  I have at my disposal great opportunity and facilities for such similar kin.  Being of the same mind, I would implore you to consider the benefit of cooperating under my guidance toward a future ripe with the fruits of conquest.  As I write, I am nearly completed with a tremendous achievement in vampire biology.  My personal formula will allow vampire-kind to survive exposure to direct sunlight, the advantage of which I leave to your dark imaginations.  Please respond with your consent and agreement as soon as possible, as I have great plans in store for the very near future, and would revel in the opportunity to have the tendrils of your clan at my disposal.  Yours Truly.”

The vampire lord stared emptily.

“Your servant never delivered this letter, I assume?”

“I would have browbeat him for days to insult me with a letter that ends with ‘truly’.”

Ray smiled, but in a serious kind of way.  He didn’t hide the fact that he was there to be threatening.  He was looking down on this vampire from the moment he stepped into the room.  I was busy questioning his motives upon hearing the contents of the letter.  By now I was dead to the idea that he was in any danger.

“You will pay for killing my favorite butler.  He was a good vampire.  The most trustworthy.”

“I will not pay.  But I will negotiate.  The opportunity still extends to you.”

The vampire lord threw the goblet away.  It shattered, and demonstrated how little she cared for the value of the thing.  She stood bolt upright, which took no time given her short stature.

“Ursgelda is my name, and I am born of the night, and I thrive in the darkness.  The sunlight is a drug that dims the senses, and I will not stand in that light as anyone’s dog to be chained.”

Ray dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  “Nevertheless, you will take my offer.”

“You, you impossible man, will die by my bite!”

I may have underestimated her ability to move in those boots.  Ursgelda leapt onto the throne and kicked off.  She shot at Ray with a speed I could barely track.  I never could have dodged it.  The strength of her kick broke the top of the throne clean off.  With that twisted smile, distorted even more by her anger, she cleared the distance to her prey, hissing angrily.

Ray made a swift movement.  From what I could gather, he sidestepped with an incredible speed of his own, caught Ursgelda by the leg, and spun his whole body around, throwing her into the bookshelves with about the effort one might use to toss a pebble.

But this was a little different than previous battles.  Ursgelda was ready, and she hit the books flat-footed, kicking off again at lightning speed.  The recoil caused all the books to shoot from the shelves in a flutter of pages, and the wall cracked behind the bookcase.  Through a trailing cluster of paper and bindings – I wonder what vampires read? – she came right back at Ray.  Again, he caught her by the leg as she passed, and flung her round like a doll, right up into the ceiling.  Now she came at him with her full force and gravity, kicking away from the arch of the dome above, and for a third time she was caught and propelled toward the wall.  Ray shouted as he threw her, and I was getting the impression that he was having a difficult time for once.

Only...

A fourth time...round to the back wall...

A fifth time, throwing her to the ceiling again...

A sixth time.  A seventh time.  An eighth.

Only...only he was favoring throwing her by the leg.  She was small, had four limbs, and a body that he could have palmed, decency being forsaken.  Yet he grabbed her by the leg and twisted, making big arches and throwing her away again and again.  Each time she grew louder and more vehement and shot back angrily.

On the eleventh try I saw it happen.  I saw that mulgy smile contort, and for a brief moment she twitched an eye, right before she kicked off again.  I only barely looked at Ray in time to see him smile evilly.

Contact.  Grab the ankle.  Ursgelda was swung full circle, and thrown straight down, leg first.

Crack!  That inevitable moment of violence had emerged.  Ursgelda really made the effort to leap from the ground with that powerful kick, but she shrieked like a child and collapsed, clutching her leg.

“That is enough to slow you down.”

He didn’t say “should”.  He knew.

Ursgelda hissed at him as he stared down with a triumphant, evil gaze.  Then she winced.  The way the vampire master rallied in the end was a little admirable, though it didn’t work out to her favor:

“I’m not the
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