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Maybe you're thinking of joining the fang club. Sure, why wouldn't you? So many stories out there make it seem like a great deal — all dinner jackets or gothic gowns, lavish castles, and supernatural powers that let you rule the darkness.

Not so fast.

Vampirism has its own trials and tribulations. Stick around. Read these stories. If they don't change your mind, at least they'll prepare you for some of the unexpected realities of undead existence.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

In the Eye of the Beholder

by Ibrahim S. Amin
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Baroness Kyrvalla sat at her dressing table. Behind her, Marcilla the housekeeper stationed herself by the door, crossed her arms, and oversaw maids who bustled around the room, but they all faded into phantoms at the edges of the mirror. Faded, whilst the Baroness shone at its centre.

She turned her head. Bathed in the dark gleam of her eyes from each angle, lingered on the one that would matter most this morning, then reached for her hairbrush.

"I can do that, Baroness!"

Baroness Kyrvalla stared at the maid's reflection. The others froze mid-labour, gawped, but that wretched girl just beamed. Beamed!

"I used to do Lady Graun—"

"I'm sorry, Baroness." Marcilla strode over. "Caelia's new. It's her first day."

Kyrvalla glared at the girl in the mirror, at the soft round face, typical of the stock the housekeeper recruited from the local villages.

"Caelia?"

"Yes, Baroness?" Her smile faltered.

"Your peasant hands may touch my furnishings in the course of your duties. They may handle my gowns and my jewellery if Marcilla so instructs. But if you ever again presume they're fit to touch my hair or my face, I shall have you flogged and then dismissed. Am I understood?"

The girl dropped her gaze, nodded, and moved her mouth as though she'd forgotten how to use it.

"Get back to work," the housekeeper said. "All of you!"

They scampered, returned to their tasks, faded once more at the mirror's edges, and Baroness Kyrvalla inhaled, exhaled, met her own eyes. The anger seeped away. Her eyes glittered again and her hair shone too, ebon tresses that captured the light and worked it into an almost sapphire sheen. Not even the girl's stupidity could ruin today.

The maids completed their work. Marcilla banished them, bowed, then followed in their wake. Footfalls disappeared into distant parts of the castle. Her new maid's blunder aside, the housekeeper marshalled the servants with a master strategist's precision, manoeuvred them like pieces on a board. Thus, when the Baroness left her dressing chamber and walked her gallery, she did so alone. As always. No porcine faces appeared to sully it, no footsteps clunked or brushes scritched. She glided onward through its tranquillity. Glided past each portrait that adorned its walls.

A child posed in the first painting, a girl not yet grown into her looks. But the seeds were there, and in each painting that followed she bloomed by degrees, until the Baroness walked past the face which had met her in the mirror, rendered by the brushes of artist after artist. All blazed her beauty to the world. Two sculptures stood between some of the furthest pictures, one marble and another bronze, and these too returned her gaze and her smile. Her smile broadened when she passed beyond them. An empty space. One soon to be filled.

She quickened her pace, sashayed into the chamber where Vincenzo Ferro waited. He sprang from the seat near his easel.

"Baroness Kyrvalla."

He folded himself into the bow they favoured in his country, dipped so low it revealed the thinness of the white hair at the crown of his head and then the back of his pink and silver doublet. When they'd first met, she'd half-expected his aged frame to lock or snap.

"Master Ferro." The Baroness tilted her head a fraction of an inch. "Shall we continue?"

"Of course, Baroness."

She reclined in her chair, adopted the pose, and only then did Ferro uncover the canvas. The Baroness had grown used to such things. Artists had their customs and superstitions, and after so many sittings with masters, many who refused to let her look upon their paintings till the final brushstroke, she'd learned to savour the anticipation. But never more so than today. Vincenzo Ferro no longer left his house for anything less than a fortune, much less boarded a ship. And she'd paid twice the price in exchange for his vow that he'd refuse all other commissions whilst here. Baroness Kyrvalla's latest portrait would be his only work on these shores. How the other nobles would glare with jealousy when she deigned to let them walk her gallery and look upon—

Master Ferro coughed.

The Baroness adjusted her smile and relinquished the semi-sneer her daydream had placed there. Vincenzo Ferro bobbed his head.

"Splendid! Splendid!"

He painted.

And when the sun neared its zenith, he stepped back, laid aside his brush, bowed first to the canvas, then to the Baroness herself.

"It's done?" She tried to hide her excitement, but her voice still sounded like it could've come from one of the girls framed near the entrance to her gallery, and she winced.

"Yes, Baroness." His smile illuminated his whole face. "My finest work for a decade or more."

Baroness Kyrvalla almost lunged, and only the toes of her high-heeled shoes tapped the floor till she stood before the canvas, drank in the glory of... of...

"Master Ferro..."

"The finest! And I—"

"Master Ferro! What is... is that?" She jabbed her finger at the painting. "That... That line beside my eye!"

He blinked at her.

"Baroness? I—"

"Has age ruined your sight? There's no such blemish on my face! None!"

The Baroness shoved him aside, swept towards the wall, banged into the table that stood against it. Bowls and candlesticks shuddered, rattled. A drape shrouded the mirror. Ferro's request, lest she glimpse the painting's reflection before its completion. She ripped it down. The drape knocked over one of the candlesticks, upset a bowl that flipped and rolled on its edge, tumbled off the table, clattered on the floor.

Her beauty shone. She exhaled. The blind fool had simply... simply... No! She leaned in. The table's edge dug into her but she pressed herself against it, and the eyes in the mirror widened. There it was, the faintest of lines. How had she missed it? How!?!

"Baroness..." Ferro coughed. "Is there—"

"Remove it." She pressed her palms down on the table, clawed her fingers, scraped her nails on the wood. "Remove it immediately."

"Baroness!" His reflection's jaw dangled as though she'd ordered him to devour his first-born. "I vowed to paint your beauty, and I've done so. Those were our terms."

"Beauty? Beauty!?!" Her eyes blazed. "You call this... this disfigurement 'beauty'?"

"In my country..." He shuffled closer. "We call them the lines of laughter. The mark of a woman who loves life, and that makes her radiant. We say—"

"Fix the painting! Fix it!"

"I cannot! I paint truth, and—"

The Baroness howled, grabbed a candlestick, spun, and swung. Ferro's head snapped to the side. Blood sprayed. Its warm wetness spattered her face. He tottered, crumpled. She whirled back to the mirror, angled her head. And the line glared. Glared amid the drops of blood.

"Mistress?" Marcilla appeared in the doorway. "I... Gods! What...?"

Baroness Kyrvalla turned. She followed the housekeeper's gaze. A dark puddle spread from Vincenzo Ferro's head and his eyes stared into space. The Baroness snorted.

"Have Jonas dispose of him. Let no one else know."
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That cursed painter! She'd burned his work whilst Jonas buried his corpse, but his brush and his voice had opened a dam. Now she saw it. Each time she looked in her morning mirror, she saw it. No, not it. Them. The beginnings of lines. Lines that marred her beauty, would one day ravage it.

No!

She wouldn't let them win, wouldn't let them steal what was hers, what she was, what shone to the world from the paintings in her gallery.

So she summoned apothecaries. Alchemists. Witches. Paid for their cures and secrets.

"Bathe in milk each day..."

"Stand naked 'neath the light of a full moon and call 'pon the goddess three times..."

"...a doe's heart..."

"...then sacrifice a ram..."

"...the urine of a yak..."

"...mushrooms..."

"...smear it on your face..."

She tried each and every one, used and drank and ate things that made her heave, prayed to gods and goddesses whose names she'd never heard. Jonas, her footman, cut animals' throats. He spilled their blood on altars or into trenches or whatever absurd thing each deity required to slake their thirst.

Nothing.

The line at her eye didn't fade. Perhaps it even deepened, though Marcilla swore it hadn't.

Baroness Kyrvalla stared into her mirror and screamed. Her reflection screamed with her. And the lines at their eyes gouged their flesh.
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The Baroness walked her gallery, but now the paintings mocked her, mocked her with what they had and she would lose. Her fingernails bit into her palms. They—

Someone coughed.

Kyrvalla twisted round, raised a hand to strike whichever wretched maid dared intrude. Marcilla stood there.

"Baroness, there's a visitor."

"I'll see no one. Send them away."

"She says she has... has a way to..." The housekeeper chewed her lip. "Baroness, she says she's a vampire."

Kyrvalla followed the housekeeper to the chamber where she'd left the visitor. Jonas loomed in the corner, as he always did when the housekeeper admitted a stranger. Thieves were less likely to pilfer ornaments within sight of a man so large he looked as though he wore a suit of plate armour under his clothes.

"Baroness Kyrvalla?" The woman bowed. "Or... Is it Milady Kyrvalla? I'm terribly sorry. The customs change every few decades, and it's so hard to keep track of—"

The Baroness frowned.

"You claim to be a vampire? You?"

The woman bobbed her head back and forth.

"Oh, yes!"

Kyrvalla's frown deepened into a scowl. The woman wore crude garb, and its baggy folds held more stains than whatever remained of its original colours. Blue ink stained her fingertips too. Tangles battled for supremacy in her hair, and her brown skin paled to a pastier shade at her neck and wrists.

"And yet you stand in sunlight."

"Huh?" The woman looked behind her, where it pooled through the window, then bobbed her head once more. "Oh! Yes, of course! That's just a legend. We prefer the night. I get all my best work done when it's dark. But I didn't think you'd want me knocking at your door while you were asleep, so..."

"Preposterous."

"Ah! Perhaps a demonstration?" She opened her mouth, pointed to her teeth.

The woman's canines slid out from her gums and formed a pair of fangs. Marcilla gasped. Jonas took a step towards the visitor, but the Baroness held up a hand and stopped him.

"See!" The woman smiled and her fangs shone. "Vampire! Oh... And Sophia. Sophia Al-Tazar
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