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Chapter 1: Unexpected Guests
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Kassandra watched the night from their faithful perch, the watchtower of their beloved Ravenstone Castle. The ancient stone still beat a magic that beat with their deathless heart, a more immortal force than them that echoed through any storm and made their flesh quake in the fullest of its thundering. For one as powerful and old as Kassandra to feel something that overtook them in both accounts, it made them tremble and soar, stood atop their faithful perch, where the magic’s beat was at its strongest.

But something the senses of their flesh observed was one along the road, a pair of carriages traveling on this treacherous night, the storm cracking with every crack of the coachmen’s whips. Yet still, they dared the storm, and that made Kassandra curious, doubly so for the second coach in tow, this one clearly meant for luggage over passengers. Had a king chosen to take an ill-fated vacation across the countryside only to be Kassandra’s shadow?

“Bomilcar,” Kassandra whispered to the winds, “meet with them.”

And that whisper met the ear of their most loyal thrall, who left his appointed rounds to meet the travelers as they slowed to the castle’s facade. Of course, he donned a nightgown under his raincoat and heavy boots else someone asked why a castle would be awake at such an hour. With a lantern in hand, he stepped through the flooding courtyard to meet these visitors at the gate.

And it had to be him to meet them; while Kassandra was not above such things, their appearance was more questionable than Bomilcar’s. They would not ask why one so youthful though clearly of age had reign of a castle because the old man showed his age. They would not ask why his eyes were red with black sclerae because his were normal, gray eyes. They would not ask why he had a deathly pallor that contrasted with his dark hair because his tan was darker than his white hair.

Though such questions followed Kassandra as they caught the visage of the first visitor, and their stomach clenched. They knew the man with dark hair kept short, his pale face kept clean, his eyes a reddish brown that hid his true nature. Though he looked to be older than Kassandra, and they knew he was, they knew his skin lied about how much older he was. His black overcoat hid apparel that they could recite from memory if they dared: a white blouse, a black waistcoat, reddish boats and black pants.

And his wife’s features too were recognizable, though her dark hair was allowed to be longer and kept in elaborate knots. And, if Kassandra’s memories served them correctly, under her overcoat would be a velvety dress with shadow fumes in its design and long gloves that kept the elements away from dainty hands. Her demeanor was the same, impatiently waiting to be rid of the weather as she sat in the carriage, Kassandra only able to catch a glimpse of her through the open door.

“Good evening,” Bomilcar greeted the husband. “Welcome to Ravenstone Castle. What brings you here?”

The man grinned. “I am here seeking lodging from the storm,” he lied. “This weather has waylaid us since before dusk, and we must find lodging soon.”

Kassandra knew the truth better than the man did. It was no coincidence that he’d found the castle, though he was likely expecting an ancient man who would die without heirs or relatives, the last of his like. For all those centuries, the castle fell into numerous hands, be they belonged to Celeski, Sanor or some other mortal kin whose countries shared a border with it. The latest noble house to come into possession of it was House Ancelin, and the last Ancelin died years ago, a secret kept from all outside the castle wall. Not that it mattered to this traveler’s plans; whether it be an old man or some new squatter, he surely had confidence in his abilities to take the castle.

For you see, of the many things Kassandra knew about him, they knew was a vampire; his clan, by its very nature, was vampiric. They were the ones who were baptized in blood, the blood of those they bled for this purpose. Whether in a baptismal he never bathed in or a lake pooling blood, it was the only way to claim such power. And now, him, his wife, and whoever of his clan he brought, was now on Kassandr’s doorstep.

“I don’t know,” Bomilcar hemmed. “Perhaps-.”

“We can arrange something,” Kassandra spoke instead.

But not through their own mouth, in their own voice, but through their thrall. As loyal as Bomilcar was, he was rarely privy to the deepest of his master’s machinations and would sometimes need Kassandra to correct him through his own body. Though aware that his disorientation by this method was detested, Kassandra had little other means to correct him, and none that wouldn’t draw unwanted attention. They would ensure his dinner was generous that night.

“Wonderful,” the vampire replied with his grin sharpening. “I am Bertalan Ravenstone. This is my wife, Saskia, and my son and heir: Alexius.”

The wife filed out of the carriage with her spawn, and he had a face that once twinned Kassandra’s. To see his resemblance again, which was not unlike their father’s own, filled them with a dysphoria they wouldn’t wish upon another, emotions they wouldn’t dare let a mortal know a vampire could feel. As though it was not agony enough seeing the clan again after all this time.

For Bertalan had finally found it. Though centuries old, he was unfortunately too young to have ever bathed in the baptismal of his ancestral castle, and perhaps he would if he desired to, newly anointed as a proud owner of the castle with no man standing in his way. The plan was surely to overpower the master of the house, there being more of them than there were surely those capable of resisting his family, and he would once again hold prestige among his peers after Clan Ravenstone’s centuries as wandering exiles.

“We will have guest quarters made up for you,” Bomilcar replied, now within his own senses again. “If you’ll follow me...”

“Excellent,” Bertalan purred. “We do have some luggage, but don’t worry, we’ll have our servants handle that.”

“Very well,” the butler replied, nodding stiffly.

And those servants, their thralls, began unloading the carriages. There were numerous items, and among them Kassandra could tell the most precious among them were the coffins. Empty save for perhaps some weights to keep their presence as innocuous as possible, them being a concern for any who weren’t vampiric, though they would be of different concern for their vampires.

Though on the second carriage, one thing was handled with care that whatever inside was appreciating like tearing flesh. It rocked inside its prison, moving to and frow, but it didn’t break through. The wooden chest, carved with intricate details, clearly stronger than it looked, and the thralls that carried it strained their muscles with the chest’s weight. A person? Likely; someone’s blood needed to fill the baptismal.

Though the movements were too forceful and strong; it was clear the chest wasn’t meant to just hold anything like a mortal being. Perhaps silver, as brittle as was, lined the inside of the wood to prevent the beast from exiting. No doubt it was a beast, but it was only a matter of what kind. Kassandra had ideas but put them to rest while the Ravenstones put themselves to rest.

They were taken into the castle’s depths, brought to the guest’s wing. Two quarters were soon prepared for them, and they had the run of other parts wing, like the gymnasium, the library, the study, all sorts. Its space wasn’t meant for all these amenities, but Kassandra’s renovations of the old castle made it more accommodating for guests. Perhaps Bertalan would appreciate that, but Kassandra didn’t believe he appreciated anything but debt.

“Would you like dinner to be served?” Bomilcar asked.

“Leave it with our servants,” Saskia asked.

“Very well,” the butler replied, “we will have tonight’s dinner brought to you.”

“Good,” Bartalan purred.

And what was dinner? Well, Kassandra had yet to eat their dinner, and it was only meant for themself, so something from the servants’ dinner was in order. Crust of bread, glass of water, and a generous roast of suckling pig. Leftovers, naturally, typically made into pies, but even parts of the skin were brought to the guest wing, Kassandra watching the entire interaction from the shadows.

But there was one thing the made them reveal themself. As the servants to Clan Ravenstone approached the dining cart, Kassandra stepped out and held a hand to stop them, saying, “You have had a long journey. We will take it from here.”

The thralls’ spell was broken, if only for a moment, as they obeyed Kassandra. They knew what would’ve happened next, and the master of the house knew the vampires would never dare put themselves in such a vulnerability as feasting on the castle’s servants while they were still pretending to be normal. And yet, the clan servants dissipated, led by the castle servants down below to be fed by their peers.

Kassandra stepped back into the shadows and approached Bomilcar as he coordinated the servants: “Have the library dusted and find any books out of repair; have them sent to Marissis to be rebound or copied if need be.”

“Have breakfast and lunch served to them,” Kassandra interjected, “on the hour. If they do not respond to rapping the door, leave the food at the foot of their doors. Keep an eye on their servants and ensure they do not interfere with our guests’ amenities.”

Bomilcar furrowed his brow. “So, that’s the game then?” he remarked. “We play the fool?”

“Of course,” Kassandra replied, stepping out of the shadows. “Only a fool would let their guests starve.”

“I’m not sure that’s wise, mistress,” the butler retorted. “I’ve seen you quite distressed when unable to feed, and if that remains true, we’ll be having three rapid vampires searching for food before too long. Are you sure you want that?”

“Certainly,” they assured him. “Hunger’s gifts will be their mistakes. Their errors will be our opportunities. For our best results though, I suggest the servants make best use of garlic in protecting themselves, and may its pungency be the ward.”

Bomilcar’s eyes widened with questions. “You dare risk yourself like that? Surely you cannot be serious.”

“I am,” Kassandra replied. “I am willing to test this body’s limits.”

Bomilcar’s doubts were on his sleeves. Though he had seen his master develop their power beyond that of a normal vampire, the limits of vampirism couldn’t be tested without chance, and Kassandra hadn’t tested all of them. They often remembered those who tested if they were vampires not by looking in a mirror or testing their powers but by approaching garlic and being unnaturally repelled by it.

“Very well,” Bomilcar sighed, “but I request you remember your handkerchief as you roam the halls. We can’t lose you.”

Kassandra’s emotions didn’t even register the statement. They saw only his thralldom when he spoke, for even when he wasn’t being directly controlled, he was still predisposed to unnatural loyalty to his master, or any vampire whose will was strong enough to impose on him. Without his own will, whatever care he showed was as empty as their heart and twice as worthless.

“Your release upon my death would be your boon,” Kassandra retorted, bitterness on their fangs. “Do not mistake your loyalty for true concern.”

Bomilcar sighed. “Very well, I shall hold my comments.”

“Good.”

As Kassandra left, a stray thought went through their head: thirsty. Almost instantly, they knew what would happen. A servant from the kitchen drew a goblet of pig’s blood and hurried across the castle to her master’s side, and they drank it readily. An acceptable substitute for mortal blood, and what’s more, a necessity with their servants about to test their potability to their master.

They didn’t bother to thank their servant; why bother when they’d feel complete without it? The doldrum of this castle weighed on Kassandra heavily, as though the world was boring into their body. This castle took much to secure, from warding off enemies to removing the obstacles in their path, and now that it was done, they couldn’t imagine why their father spent so much time, even now, trying to reclaim it.

Perhaps to have one place they could call their own, some base to Clan Ravenstone’s power, but with what they had, they could’ve easily maneuvered their way into another castle. Kassandra could’ve but chose this one because of the blood in its mortar that was once theirs to do as they wished with, and the stone that was in their blood that was once the floating dust of its construction. And yet, when Kassandra walked the length of the castle upon first retrieving it, it felt as empty as a mausoleum, their father’s words empty after all this time.

So, they turned attention to other things, specifically the servants bringing in that strange chest. Through the shadows, they watched the strange luggage brought to the cellar, empty of all but wine to be served to unwitting guests and quite witting servants. The clan servants worked quite fast to place it in on the floor, stretching upon its completion, even as the creature inside went mad again, struggling against the confines.

“You won’t be able to break free,” one servant, a gangly man, spoke Alexius’s words. “That was designed for the likes of you, beast.”

Alexius’s guise was logic, simply not caring about the dangers around him. Or rather, dangers to him. For him, it was easy to hide his true nature, as he had little interest in going out into the world, hunting his prey well within sight of the caravan. Few ever came at him with silver or stakes, just useless pitchforks. Whenever he took command of thralls however, it was often for far worse things than chiding a beast, regardless of their fears.

“That’s a bit odd,” the other servant, portlier and younger, remarked. “You okay, Norbert?”

“Of course,” Alexius replied through the thrall. “Oh, you want him back? Very well.”

The gangly Norbert nearly collapsed if it wasn’t for his fellow catching him. “Hey, hey,” he said as he leaned the man against a shelf. “You good?”

Norbert shook his head, the vestiges of
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