
        
            
                
            
        

    

  


  

  THE DANCE OF THE SKULLS


  David Annandale


  The Mortarch of Blood’s party arrived at the royal palace in Mortannis with the coming of full night. 


  Neferata, her handmaidens and her ladies of court swept up the grand staircase leading to the palace
  doors. On either side, standing to attention, were the elite guards of two cities: Mortannis to the right, Nachtwache  to  the  left.  Walking  one  step  behind  Neferata,  Lady  Mereneth  said,  ‘I  do  not  trust  the
  nature of this honour.’


  ‘Nor do they expect us to,’ Neferata told her favoured spy. ‘This will not be the trap. They know the
  consequences will be too great. What will come will be more subtle, one our enemies can deny.’


  Neferata  had  come  to  Mortannis  to  attend  a  ball  arranged  explicitly  for  her  visit.  The  event  was
  formally presented as an act of fealty and peace. She knew, therefore, exactly what it was. She was
  entering a battlefield. 


  She would not have it any other way. 


  Mortannis lay close enough to Nulahmia for it to be a point of concern. Queen Ahalaset had never
  challenged  Neferata  directly,  and  the  tensions  between  the  two  cities  had  long  been  unspoken,  subterranean. Close to the borders of Mortannis’ region of influence lay Nachtwache. It was ruled by Lord  Nagen  and  Neferata  had  kept  a  close  watch  on  the  relations  between  Mortannis  and Nachtwache. As long as there had been friction between the two, friction that she had encouraged, the
  two powers had kept each other contained. She had even tolerated temporary alliances in the face of
  the threat from the legions of Chaos. But the armies sworn to the Everchosen were, for the time being,  pushed back from this region of Shyish, and it appeared that the cities’ rulers had formed a much more
  substantial alliance. That would never do. 


  So she had accepted the joint invitation from Ahalaset and Nagen immediately, after putting on the
  expected charade of diplomatic negotiations. There was work to be done here, and she knew she was
  putting  her  neck  into  the  jaws  of  a  trap.  Though  she  arrived  at  the  palace  with  only  her  immediate
  retinue, she was confident in her assurance to Mereneth. Ahalaset and Nagen would not strike here,  with their own guard. Neferata’s army waited outside the gates of Mortannis – legions of vampires,  skeletons  and  wraiths  cantoned  in  the  lower  reaches  of  the  mountains  that  surrounded  the  city.  Any
  move by the forces of Mortannis or Nachtwache would see Mortannis burned to the ground. 


  These were the realities of the game about to be played. They were known by all. The war would
  take  place  at  another  level.  There  would  be  no  siege,  no  scaling  of  the  walls.  After  all,  this  was  a celebration. The war would be invisible, until a point came when the combatants chose to drop the
  illusion. 


  Neferata’s  party  passed  through  the  high  doors  of  the  palace,  down  the  entrance  hall  and  into  the
  grand ballroom. Torchlight shone off the gold leaf of marble caryatids that held up the vaulted ceiling
  of  the  ballroom.  The  ceiling  mosaic  was  a  wonder  of  bronze-covered  bones.  Hundreds  of  skeleton
  arms reached from the edges of the vault towards the centre, where a huge skull composed of other
  skulls opened its jaws in an ecstasy of death. 


  The honour guard of the two cities was also present in the ballroom, but more discreetly, keeping to
  positions against the walls. In the fore, lining the path of the procession to the large dais at the back of
  the ballroom was the gathered nobility of Mortannis and Nachtwache. Vampires and mortals bowed
  as Neferata passed. She acknowledged their greetings with the faintest of nods. She met the eyes of
  the nobles, all of them, and watched the spasm of fear and admiration take them. 


  Queen  Ahalaset  and  Lord  Nagen  stood  together  on  the  dais.  Though  Ahalaset  was  host,  they  were
  side by  side,  equals at  the  event. They  bowed  too,  completing the  show  of respect  that  had  greeted Neferata. 


  No one was armoured except the guards, and even their plate was ceremonial, adorned with jewels
  and  golden  skulls,  more  resplendent  than  practical.  Neferata,  like  her  opponents  on  the  dais,  had
  prepared for the kind of war about to be waged. She wore a regal black dress of silk so fine it flowed
  like water. The train of the dress was much lighter than its length would suggest, and it moved behind
  her over the marble floor like the touch of night. From her shoulders hung a crimson cape. Its leather,  so  soft  it  was  a  mere  breath  of  wind  against  the  fingers,  was  made  from  the  tanned  flesh  of  fallen
  enemies. 


  ‘We  are  honoured,  Queen  Neferata,  that  you  accepted  our  invitation,’  said  Ahalaset  as  she  rose
  again.  Her  cheekbones  were  high,  her  eyes  proud.  Her  brilliant  green  robes  shimmered  with  silver
  thread,  which  wove  the  designs  of  scores  of  coats  of  arms,  as  if  meant  to  remind  Neferata  that Ahalaset too had long experience on the battlefield. 


  At the end of his bow, Nagen began to reach out for Neferata’s hand to kiss. When she did not extend
  her  arm  to  him,  he  turned  his  gesture  into  a  flourish,  though  the  effort  was  clumsy  enough  to  be
  obvious, then straightened. He wore a damask coat and a waistcoat inlaid with diamonds. The buttons
  of the coat were obsidian and shaped into finger bones. Its delicate fringe was human hair. Nagen’s
  features were narrow and refined, and he consistently let a single fang poke down from beneath his
  upper lip. ‘It is our greatest wish,’ Nagen said, ‘that you understand our intentions to be peaceful. We
  want you to know that Nulahmia can trust Mortannis and Nachtwache.’


  ‘Of course you do,’ Neferata said, and smiled. 


  Her hosts hesitated for a moment, uncertain how to take her words. Then they returned her smile and
  descended  from  the  dais.  ‘We  hope  you  will  enjoy  the  ball,’  said  Ahalaset.  She  and  Nagen  led Neferata’s party to join the other nobles. ‘There will be a Dance of the Skulls.’


  ‘Then my pleasure is assured in advance,’ Neferata said. 


  Ahalaset  clapped  her  hands.  Musicians  emerged  from  side  doors  at  the  rear  of  the  ballroom,  carrying instruments and chairs. They mounted the dais. Within moments, the orchestra began playing,  and the war began. 


  ‘Do they think we do not realise this is a trap?’ Mereneth whispered to Neferata as they watched the
  first of the dances. 


  ‘Of course they know that we are not fooled,’ said Neferata. ‘They believe they can overcome our
  wariness,  and  that  is  what  matters.  They  will  act,  have  no  fear.  Our  journey  will  not  have  been  in
  vain.’


  A few dances in, Neferata saw, from the corner of her eye, Lord Nagen turn towards her, about to
  invite her to the floor. As if she had not noticed, she took a single, graceful step away and began to
  speak to one of the ladies of Ahalaset’s court. Mereneth remained where she was, and Nagen, already
  committed to the beginnings of a bow, had no choice but to make his invitation to the spy. Mereneth
  accepted. 


  Neferata left her conversation as quickly as she had begun it, but though her departure was abrupt,  the  other  vampire  was  awed,  not  offended.  With  a  parting  glance,  Neferata  saw  the  woman  shrink
  before her, overcome with the knowledge that she had not been destroyed. 


  Neferata  walked  slowly  along  the  edge  of  the  dance,  watching  Mereneth  and  Nagen.  Other  nobles
  parted before her, backing away even when they also sought to greet her. She exchanged brief words
  with the vampires and mortals she passed, but they did not deflect her attention from the ball. 


  Mereneth was a skilled, graceful dancer. Nagen had difficulty keeping up with her. Her movements
  were never such that he stumbled, though. She kept him away from the edge of humiliation, and though Neferata  could  tell  that  he  was  a  well-practised  dancer  himself,  and  prided  himself  as  such, Mereneth’s  control  of  their  turns  made  him  appear  even  better  than  he  was.  He  had  to  focus  on  his
  steps, and he was grateful enough for the guidance of Mereneth’s hands that he did not pay attention to
  what  else  they  might  be  doing.  Neferata  kept  level  with  them  as  they  moved  up  and  down  the
  ballroom floor. Twice, at chosen moments, she caught Nagen’s eye and gave him the hint of a smile. 


  The first time, he seemed unsure that she had done so. The second time, his face lit up with certainty,  and  her  unspoken,  vague  promise  was  enough.  He  devoted  himself  with  even  greater  energy  to  his
  performance, as if to say,  Look how well we shall dance together. 


  Neferata allowed her smile to grow a little broader, though she hid her amusement.  Are you already forgetting your purpose, Lord Nagen?  she thought. For the moment, it seemed he had. 


  When  the  dance  ended,  he  and  Mereneth  joined  her.  Nagen  rushed  to  speak  before  Neferata  could
  escape him again. ‘Queen Neferata,’ he said, ‘will you do me the honour of being my partner for the Dance of the Skulls?’


  ‘It would be my great pleasure,’ she said. 


  Nagen beamed. Neferata held him before her with her smile. He would, when the necessity pushed
  him hard enough, remember what he was supposed to be doing. He would remember that his purpose
  this night was not to secure a dance with the Queen of Nulahmia. But he was not remembering now. 


  And while Neferata transfixed him, he was not looking at Mereneth, and he did not see her slip the
  ring she had stolen into Neferata’s hand. 


  ‘And  now,’  Neferata  said,  releasing  Nagen  from  her  gaze,  ‘I  have  neglected  my  other  host  for  too
  long.’  She  left  Nagen  happy  and  willing  to  be  distracted  by  Mereneth  once  again.  She  doubted  he
  would ever notice the missing ring. The theft was a preliminary step. She had no specific use for the
  ring  as  yet.  Instead,  her  possession  of  it  opened  up  a  wider  field  of  action.  She  would  see  what
  possibilities would arise. 


  Ahalaset was at the feasting table on the other side of the ballroom. She gestured for Neferata to join
  her. ‘You must tell me what you think of this vintage,’ she said when Neferata drew near. She filled
  two crystal goblets from a large decanter. 


  Neferata accepted hers and brought it to her nose. She sniffed a finely crafted blend of blood. ‘Most
  inviting,’ she said, but did not drink. 


  Ahalaset smiled. ‘Please accept it,’ she said, and drank first. 


  Neferata  sipped.  ‘This  is  extraordinary,’  she  said,  and  it  was.  She  tasted  the  innocence  of  the
  newborn, the enthusiasm of youth and the wisdom of age. They existed together on her palate, forming
  the entire arc of mortal life. She was impressed. ‘You have some superb artisans at your disposal,’ she said. 

  


  Ahalaset raised her goblet in a toast. ‘I am pleased you think so,’ she said. ‘I selected this vintage
  purposely for your visit.’


  ‘I am honoured.’


  Ahalaset  lowered  her  voice.  ‘I  have,  if  you  are  interested,  Queen  Neferata,  set  aside  a  gift  more
  potent yet.’ Her eyes flickered quickly to the left and right. 


   Ensuring  that  I  am  alone,  Neferata  thought.  She  was.  She  had  dispersed  her  retinue  through  the
  crowd, inviting Ahalaset to make her move. ‘You interest me,’ she said. ‘Do go on.’


  Ahalaset  pointed  to  a  small  door  in  the  corner  of  the  ballroom,  behind  the  dais.  ‘You  will  find  in
  there my personal choice of slaves,’ she said. ‘They have been curated for the quality of their blood. 


  They come from the same families whose lives you have just tasted.’ She produced a small, golden
  key. ‘Should you wish to savour their delicacies…?’


  Neferata  accepted  the  key.  ‘I  should  indeed,’  she  said.  Good,  she  thought,  we  are  done  with  the prelude. Now we can begin.  With a knowing smile to Ahalaset, she made her way over to the door
  and let herself in. 


  She entered a richly appointed chamber. In the centre was a divan draped in crimson cushions and
  silks.  The  candles  of  human  tallow  on  the  chandelier  were  encased  in  red-tinted  glass  skulls,  suffusing  the  room  with  a  warm,  intimate  glow.  The  light  was  dim,  though,  and  Neferata  noted  the
  many deep shadows in the corners. The shape of the room was an octagon, and chained to the walls
  were the offerings. They were men and women in the prime of life, anointed in oils and scents, gold
  bands pulling their heads back to present their throats. Neferata felt the beat of their pulses, their rich
  blood a thin slice away from jetting into her mouth. Incense wafted from censors on either side of the
  divan. The atmosphere of the chamber was heady, luxurious. It was, Neferata thought, a most beautiful
  trap.  If  the  opportunity  arose,  she  must  congratulate  Ahalaset.  She  doubted  Nagen  had  contributed
  much beyond his mere presence. 


  Neferata  turned  around  slowly,  her  witchsight  piercing  the  shadows.  She  did  not  think  the  attack
  would be that obvious, and she was right. The chamber was empty except for the slaves. She walked
  past  the  mortals,  examining  them  closely  but  not  touching  any  of  them  yet.  They  stared  back  at  her,  their  pupils  dilated.  Their  fear  was  mixed  with  a  confused  pleasure.  Neferata  inhaled  the  scent  of
  their emotions, detecting the taste of a powerful opiate. She did not think it was poisonous. It seemed,  to her senses, that its purpose was simply part of the flavouring of the blood. 


  Neferata’s lips drew back over her fangs. The bait truly was irresistible.  Well done, Ahalaset. Well done. 


  She circled the chamber again. Between the prisoners hung tapestries depicting the most sensual of
  atrocities. Neferata moved them aside until, to the left of one of the male slaves, she saw the barely
  discernible outline of a door in the wall. She located the keyhole and experimentally inserted the key Ahalaset had given her. It turned easily, and she heard the lock slide into place. It was curious, she thought, and therefore significant, that the same key opened both doors to the room. 


  She locked the entrance door too. She stood in the centre of the room for a few moments, waiting. 


  Whatever  the  nature  of  the  attack,  she  would  adapt,  and  she  would  counter  it.  That  was  her  most
  terrible  strength  –  to  see  each  moment  for  what  it  was,  to  discard  a  plan  instantly,  and  form  a  new
  one, to flow across war like water. 


  The attack did not come. 


  ‘Very well,’ she murmured. ‘If we must play out this charade to the end, let us do so and have done
  with this.’ She walked over to the slave directly in front of her and sank her fangs into his neck. 


  The  blood  was  everything  Ahalaset  had  promised.  If  the  vintage  in  the  ballroom  represented  the
  peak of the art of blending, here she encountered a rarefied purity of blood. These slaves had clearly
  been raised since birth for this purpose alone. The taste of life was intoxicating, and Neferata would
  have willingly gorged herself from this single slave, then waited before indulging in the next. But this
  was war, and she would not cede the battlefield to Ahalaset. She swallowed twice, then stepped back
  from the prisoner. He looked at her with bovine fear. His lips moved, but they were too sluggish to
  form words. 


  ‘You are a product of superb breeding,’ Neferata told the slave. ‘All of you are,’ she announced to
  the chamber. ‘Be proud of your destinies.’


  With the flick of a clawed finger, she sliced the man’s throat wide open. The enticing blood poured
  down his body and pooled onto the floor. Neferata moved on to the next slave, drank briefly from her
  neck, then slashed her throat too. And so she went on, taking just enough for a taste and then killing the
  mortals. The chamber filled with the smell of wasted blood. Neferata shook her head, feeling the rare
  moment of regret. To throw away such fine stock was a crime. 


  Still the attack did not come. 


  Neferata’s senses were vibrating with tension. This had to be where she was most in danger. This
  had to be the trap. But the moments passed, and the slaves died, and nothing happened. The more time
  passed, the more she felt the temptation to relax her guard, and the more wary she became. 


  She had slaughtered two thirds of the slaves now. She bent down to the neck of the next one. As her
  teeth sank into his throat, he brought his arms up in a flash. His chains snapped, brittle as porcelain. 


  His  right  forearm  and  hand  were  a  leather  sheath,  its  illusion  perfectly  crafted,  and  they  slid  to  the
  ground,  revealing  the  blade  built  out  of  his  elbow.  It  was  silver,  etched  in  runes,  and  flashed  with
  emerald  light.  The  air  crackled  with  its  power,  and  the  assassin  stabbed  the  sword  at  Neferata’s
  throat. 


  A  moment’s  unwariness  and  the  blade  would  have  decapitated  her.  But  she  had  not  been  unwary. 


  Neferata leapt to one side and ducked. The sword passed over her head, flashing with the heat of an
  arcane sun. She reached out and grabbed the assassin’s arm just below the elbow. He struggled to free
  himself, but he was held with a grip that could crush stone. Neferata pushed the arm back, holding it
  against the wall. The assassin struck at her with his other arm, but he might as well have been hitting
  steel. 


  ‘Very  good,’  she  whispered.  ‘Very  good.’  She  took  the  assassin  by  the  throat  and  forced  his  head
  back. He began to whine in frustration and terror. ‘Shhhhh,’ she said. ‘You did very well. You came
  closer to succeeding than you think. Your queen should be grateful to you. Or is it your lord?’ Neferata
  cocked  her  head,  breathing  in  the  man’s  fear.  ‘No,’  she  decided,  ‘you  are  one  of  Ahalaset’s
  playthings.’  Nagen’s  role  in  all  of  this  was  the  political  ally,  and  the  extra  force  inside  the  palace. 


  ‘Your queen decided to control all of the details of my assassination. She was correct to do so, even
  though she failed.’


  The assassin squirmed in her grip. She lifted him off the ground, holding him in mid-air, depriving
  him of leverage. He groaned. ‘Hush now, hush now,’ Neferata said. ‘Your part in the dance is not yet
  done. There is a great turn to make.’ She yanked the assassin to her and bit into his neck. There was
  no time to savour the taste of his blood. There was only the attack. She drank his life. She drained him
  of his will, and of Ahalaset’s, and she filled him with hers. 


  When she was done, she released the assassin. He stood before her, docile, a thrall waiting for the
  orders  that  would  define  his  new  purpose.  She  looked  him  up  and  down.  He  was  clad  only  in  a
  loincloth, unsuitable for his new task. ‘You have robes elsewhere,’ she said. 


  He nodded. 


  She unlocked the doors from the chamber, then handed the assassin the key he would have used had
  he been successful. ‘Go and don your robes,’ she said. Then she gave him Nagen’s ring and issued her
  commands. He bowed and left the chamber through the hidden door. Neferata circled the room once
  more.  She  killed  the  remaining  slaves  quickly.  Then,  with  sharp,  rapid  jerks,  she  tore  the  corpses
  apart and tossed the dismembered remains into a heap before the divan. In that hill of meat, discerning
  if there was a body that was missing would take time. 


  Neferata lifted the train of her dress. It was soaked in blood. She ran a hand over the silk, murmuring
  a soft incantation, and the blood pattered to the floor. Then she returned to the ballroom. 


  Nagen  and  Ahalaset  were  standing  together  at  the  feasting  table  when  Neferata  emerged  from  the
  chamber. Ahalaset hid her alarm well. Nagen looked rattled. Neferata smiled to them both, and ran a
  finger along her upper lip. ‘Your gift was beyond expectations,’ she said to Ahalaset. ‘I can only hope
  that I will be able to offer you something half as delightful when next you come to Nulahmia. And you
  will visit me, won’t you?’


  ‘Of course I will,’ said Ahalaset. 


  ‘As will you, Lord Nagen,’ Neferata said. 


  He bowed, his composure returning. ‘Nothing would please me more.’


  The orchestra had stopped playing for a few moments, and now it began again. A celebrated chord
  sounded, slowly thrumming twelve times, summoning the celebrants for the Dance of the Skulls. 


  Neferata offered her hand to Nagen. ‘I made you a promise,’ she said. ‘Now I shall keep it.’


  His earlier rapture lighting up his eyes, Nagen took her hand and led her onto the ballroom floor. As
  they  took  their  places,  Neferata  saw  a  handmaiden  walk  quickly  from  the  chamber  to  Ahalaset  and
  whisper to her. As careful as the queen of Mortannis had been when she was talking to Neferata, she
  could not disguise the relief that flashed over her features. She prowled the edge of the dance floor,  her gaze on Neferata. Her look was of someone who had had a narrow escape, and now sought a new
  route to victory. 


  Satisfied, Neferata turned her full attention on Nagen as the dance began. 


  Vampires  and  human  nobles  faced  each  other  in  two  lines.  Servants  gave  each  of  the  vampires  an
  enthralled human slave with silver chains wrapped around the neck. Every mortal noble held an ivory
  bowl in the shape of a skull. The music played and the aristocratic dancers moved together in groups
  of four. Though the vampires and nobles faced each other, the true partners in each cluster were the
  undead.  The  humans  were  the  subordinates.  The  only  difference  between  the  slaves  and  the  bowls
  was that the slaves were able to support themselves for the first part of the dance. 


  The  music  hit  its  first  crescendo,  the  dancers  completed  their  first  turn  and,  in  time  to  a  sudden,  emphatic beat in the melody, the vampires cut the jugulars of the slaves. Now the dance proper began,  where the skill of the participants was put to the test. The vampires controlled the jet of blood and as
  the humans whirled around them, they caught the blood in the bowls. At the start of each refrain, the
  humans  bowed,  presenting  the  bowls  to  the  vampires,  who  drank,  and  then  the  bowls  were  filled
  again. Though the movements of the dancers slowed in time to the music, there were never any full
  stops. The motion was continuous, and it was forbidden for even a single drop of blood to fall to the
  floor.  So  the  dance  would  go  on  until  the  slaves  were  exsanguinated  and  that,  too,  had  to  be  timed
  perfectly so the victims did not die prematurely. At the final flourish, the vampires would decapitate
  the slaves and exchange skulls with the mortal nobles. 


  And all this time, the vampire partners never broke eye contact with each other. The letting of blood
  and  the  killing  were  performed  as  if  unthought.  The  dance  made  the  mortals  unimportant,  beneath
  notice. Blood flowed, people died, yet all that mattered was the contact between the partners, all the
  more intense because they never touched physically. 


  Neferata held Nagen’s gaze in a grip of iron. Though he was her willing prisoner, her task as they
  danced remained delicate. She saw before her a vampire who was happy to play the fool for her, yet
  she  had  no  doubt  that  his  loyalty  remained  with  Ahalaset.  Nagen  feared  Neferata  as  much  as  he
  desired  her,  and  he  wanted  that  fear  disposed  of.  But  he  was  vain,  too,  and  Neferata  read  the  fatal
  weakness  in  his  vanity.  He  believed  that  he  could  indulge  in  the  pleasure  of  her  company  and  the
  dance until the moment of the assassination. The trap had failed. Perhaps there was another plan, or
  perhaps he believed he could distance himself from association with it. Whatever he was thinking, he
  would be wary. He was enraptured, not enthralled. He was not without his own power. If Neferata
  was too forceful in an attempt to control his will, he would sense the attack, and all would be lost. 


  So Neferata was subtle. What she wanted from Nagen was a small thing, a very small thing, a thing
  so  attuned  to  his  natural  inclinations  that  it  should  require  only  the  tiniest  push  to  make  him  take  a
  single, brief action when and how Neferata commanded. As they spun about the dancefloor, rounding
  each  other,  bowing  to  each  other,  and  drinking  from  the  proffered  skull  bowls,  she  added  subtle
  gestures to her arm flourishes. Her fingers played in the air for an extra moment, making patterns that
  were only for Nagen’s eyes. Even he would not notice them, but they had their effect. Halfway through
  the Dance of the Skulls, his face hung a bit looser than it should, and his pupils were a bit wider. And
  as they leaned in towards each other after filling the bowls with blood yet again, the torn veins of the
  prisoners  pumping  out  streams  between  their  fingers,  Neferata  moved  her  lips,  shaping  a  few
  inaudible words. She did not even whisper. 


  She did so little. She was sure she’d done enough. 


  She saw Mereneth watching from the sides as the Dance of the Skulls drew to its climax. With a light
  inclination of her head, Neferata directed Mereneth’s gaze to the other side of the ballroom. 


  The exuberant finale of the dance came. The vampires snapped the heads off their slaves. The human
  nobles extended both hands, to receive and to give. The orchestra thundered a last, victorious chord,  proclaiming the triumph of death. 


  And Ahalaset screamed. 


  All  movement  in  the  ballroom  ceased.  The  assassin,  clad  now  in  the  rich  robes  of  a  noble  guest,  unnoticed until he struck, stood behind Ahalaset, his blade arm through her back, her heart impaled on
  its  point.  The  rune-enchanted  silver  glowed  through  a  slick  of  gore.  Ahalaset’s  shriek  turned  into  a hacking choke. The assassin held her body up a few moments more, and then it slid off the blade. 


  The assassin stood motionless over the corpse of the queen. He did not look up, and barely reacted
  when Ahalaset’s honour guard surged forward and cut him down with pikes and blades. 


  ‘Search him!’ the captain of the guard commanded, and Neferata was pleased. It was much better that
  the idea come from one of Ahalaset’s minions. 


  In the time it took for the guards to turn out the pockets of the assassin’s robes, Neferata felt all eyes
  in the ballroom on her. This was the turning point of the larger dance, the one that only she had truly
  known  everyone  had  been  caught  in  this  night.  Right  now,  the  two  courts  believed  she  was
  responsible for Ahalaset’s death. There was no other reasonable conclusion to be drawn. It was also
  the truth. 


  But  the  truth  was  ephemeral.  It  was  a  tiny,  weak  thing  compared  to  the  armoured  colossus  of
  perception. And the moment turned. 


  ‘There’s a ring,’ said one of the guards. 


  ‘I  have  seen  that  before,’  said  the  captain.  After  a  pause,  he  said,  ‘It  has  the  seal  of  the  house  of Nagen.’ He sounded confused. 


  Now perception spread the fog of doubt throughout the ballroom, and truth retreated. It was time for
  her work during the Dance of the Skulls to bear fruit. Time for Nagen to do that single thing. To speak
  one sentence. A sentence that came easily, because it was the motto of his family. A sentence he took
  pride  in,  and  believed  in.  It  was  his  belief  in  that  sentence,  after  all,  that  had  led  him  to  conspire
  against Neferata with Ahalaset. 


  He had simply never planned on uttering that sentence right now. 


  ‘Never bend the knee!’ he shouted. 


  Neferata turned to look at Nagen with carefully crafted disgust. He was so shocked by what he had
  said that his mouth hung open, suddenly bereft of words. 


  Neferata  raised  her  eyebrows  in  a  show  of  anger  calibrated  so  that  only  Nagen  would  be  close
  enough  to  see  that  it  was  mockery.  ‘I  will  have  no  part  of  your  conflict,’  Neferata  told  him,  and
  walked away. 


  ‘Wait!’ Nagen called to her. ‘Wait!’ he shouted at Ahalaset’s guards as they descended on him. He
  tried to protest his innocence, but his words were drowned out by the roar of anger from the warriors. 


  Neferata gestured to Mereneth and the rest of her retinue. They followed her up onto the dais where
  she  elected  to  watch  the  final  steps  of  the  royal  dance.  The  orchestra  was  silent,  the  musicians
  huddling  together  for  protection,  but  Neferata  could  hear  music  all  the  same.  It  was  the  beat  and
  melody of violence unleashed at her command. 


  The  palace  guard  cut  Nagen  down,  piercing  him  with  a  dozen  spears  before  he  could  muster  a
  defence. Too late, the soldiers of Nachtwache rushed to his aid, and then to avenge their lord. Soon
  the dais was the lone island of calm in the ballroom. Neferata and her handmaidens brushed away the
  warriors who staggered too close, and plucked stray arrows from the air. 


  The fighting spread through the ballroom, the nobles from both cities joining in the attacks or caught
  between the  blades  of the  warring  troops. Blood  and  fire  swept through  the  hall and  out  the  palace
  doors.  Neferata  listened  to  the  greater  clashes  of  blades  from  the  courtyard  and  the  streets  beyond,  and to the growing thunder of armies hurling themselves against each other. She tapped at the air with
  a finger, conducting the carnage. When the time came for her forces to enter the city, she did not think
  there would be much left for them to do. 


  Neferata turned to the orchestra master. The thin vampire was crouched beside his chair, trembling. 


  ‘My compliments,’ she said, speaking quietly, though her voice rode effortlessly over the clamour of
  battle.  ‘Your  music  was  most  pleasing.’  She  would  see  the  musicians  were  well  rewarded.  ‘You
  played with exquisite skill.’


  ‘So did you, my queen,’ said Lady Mereneth. 


  Neferata smiled, accepting the compliment. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I rather think I did.’


  It had been a most excellent ball. 
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