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THE UNFORGOTTEN PAST

	“No one is doubting your daughter’s intelligence, Mr. Khan. Her grades more than speak for themselves.”

	“Then I’m not certain I understand the concern, Mr. Wellington.”

	“Please, call me Joseph.”

	“As I said, Mr. Wellington, I am not entirely certain I understand your concerns.”

	“Her grades are outstanding. Top of her class. You said so yourself.”

	“Yes, Mrs. Khan. That’s true. Gan is one of our finest students...”

	One of? Though I was forced to often hide the true breadth of my knowledge, so as to better fit in with the lesser minds surrounding me, his assertion that I had any rivals in this place, academic or otherwise, drew my thoughts away from the far more important tasks they’d been focused on. 

	“Gansetseg,” I interrupted. 

	“Excuse me?”

	The so-called guidance counselor I’d been assigned in this place turned my way, as if noticing me for the first time. Typical. Knowing what I knew about the man, I was aware that as a female, not to mention a minor, I was ostensibly less than nothing in his eyes, especially in a meeting such as this. How tiresome. In another life I’d have had him flayed alive for such an insult, implied though it might be. However, in that, too, I was forced to hold myself in check, determined as I was to master the ways of these people. Nevertheless, a small indulgence was called for every now and then. 

	“I prefer to be addressed by my given name.”

	Wellington glanced toward my father as if perhaps expecting him to scold me for the outburst. The thought was almost enough to bring a smirk to my face. My true father, the one who’d raised me for over three-hundred years of my long life, had been no one to trifle with. Even I had been mindful of my tongue when in his presence. But alas he was gone, dust for almost six years now. 

	“You must excuse my daughter,” my false father replied. “However, it is customary where we come from to honor formality in situations such as this.”

	Wellington glanced down at the folder in his hands. Though I was well aware of its contents, banal as they were, I had noticed his tendency to use it as if it were a shield, betraying the fact that at his core he was spineless, no threat to a person of my station.

	“Ah, yes,” he said, glancing down as if all the answers he needed were there for the taking. “You immigrated four years ago from ... where was it ... Taiwan?”

	“China,” the man pretending to be my father replied, a polite smile on his face. “The Gansu Province to be precise. It’s where I started my shipping business.”

	I moved a strand of hair out of the way and glanced up at him seated beside me, eyes narrowed, barely able to believe his stupidity. Even the most cursory of inquiries would have brought unwanted scrutiny down upon his sad attempt at improvisation. The province in question was correct, however, it lay over six-hundred kilometers from the sea, something any worthy adversary would instantly pounce upon.

	Fortunately, Joseph Wellington was far from what I would’ve considered worthy, much less an adversary. 

	“I see,” he said, as if that answered the lie thrown his way. “Regardless, there is still the matter at hand. Here at the Amherst Academy, we believe a well-rounded student will be a successful student. Your daughter, though academically competent, lacks the sort of extracurricular activities we like to see, especially for those hoping to move on to such prestigious institutions such as Harvard or Brown.”

	Ah, the Amherst Academy for the Esoterically Accomplished. Such a pompous name for a ludicrously silly school, but then I would have expected no less from mages ... or former mages anyway. They were all powerless now, reduced to nothing more than mere mortals these past four years. Yet the arrogance of their people remained, at least on the surface. Wellington’s eyes told a different story, however. They spoke of a man who was once sure of his power but was now forced to live in a world where he was no better than anyone else. And that knowledge frightened him.

	Therein lay the difference between us. Though I, too, had been rendered human by the destruction of The Source – the wellspring through which all magic had once flowed to this world – it did not put us on even footing, not in the slightest.

	Where former wizards such as Wellington once defined themselves by the primal forces at their command, I was raised to be a ruler, a conqueror, regardless of my circumstance. Vampire or mortal, rich or poor, able-bodied or weak; none of that mattered compared to who I was inside. I was the daughter of Ögedei Khan, honored son of Temüjin, the greatest warrior king this world had ever known. The fire of destiny burned within me and it would not be quelled no matter my circumstance.

	♦ ♦ ♦

	The meeting ended, fortunately before I lost patience and was forced to consider ending Wellington’s pittance of a life. We walked out of the school, once a secret haven for young Magi, but now simply a place for New England’s social elite to dump their pampered offspring. The irony of my attendance here was that, not too long ago, the grounds of this academy would’ve likely been warded against my kind. Now we were all on equal footing ... in a manner of speaking.

	We stepped forth into the parking lot, looking every bit the idyllic upper-class family. My parents, to all eyes a successful businessman and his trophy wife, led the way while I maintained a respectful distance behind them, dressed in the official uniform of the Amherst Academy – the skirt so ridiculously short as to make it obvious someone on the staff had an unhealthy affectation for Japanese manga. 

	 It was only once we reached the awaiting limousine, our driver holding the door for us, that I allowed the charade to drop. 

	I turned to the man playing the part of my father, in reality a servant of mine by the name of Batu, and locked eyes upon him. “The next time you feel the need to improvise, do not.”

	Though it wouldn’t do for him to prostrate himself before me in public, his eyes opened wide with the appropriate amount of fear. “M-my apologies, Mistress Gansetseg. It will not happen again.”

	“Lash yourself forty times tonight and see that it does not.”

	Satisfied that he understood the depth of my displeasure, I turned to the woman pretending to be my mother to see if she cared to test my patience as well. Though Batu was Asian, his family having immigrated here around the turn of the last century, the woman – Gabrielle – was of Nordic descent. Though I did not appear western myself, I possessed eyes of emerald green, a rarity for one of my ancestry. Through trial and error, I’d found that recruiting parents of mixed race led to fewer questions in that regard.

	To her credit, she offered no challenge, averting her gaze quickly. 

	Satisfied that they both knew their place in the grand tapestry of life, I informed them that I wished to be alone on the drive back to the estate which served as my home here.

	They climbed into the front with the driver, offering no protest to the contrary ... as expected.

	Loyalty had been a thing misunderstood within the former vampire hierarchy – it, too, now little more than dust. They’d once used fear and the power of compulsion to keep their underlings in line. They thought it made them strong, but in reality it did nothing but weaken their position. True loyalty was infinitely more powerful, something that not even the loss of magic could break. It was that loyalty, from the cattle that once served me in my former role as Shadow Mistress of Asia, which had allowed me to thrive in this new world where others of my kind had simply become mere shadows of their former selves.

	However, perhaps that was not surprising as they were nothing more than children – all, save myself, still within the first century of their lives. All the rest of advanced age, outside of the normal span of human life, had fallen to dust as their bodies withered to match their true years. It was a fate only I was spared. I still didn’t fully understand why but, as I settled into the expansive confines of the vehicle, I focused upon the one reason I always did: fate. There was only one answer for my survival. Destiny had chosen me to be its herald. 

	Some would have spent the entirety of their now-mortal lives wondering what that purpose might be, succumbing to inaction as a result, but such idle speculation was beneath me. 

	I truly believed in destiny but, at the same time, was fully convinced that it waited for no one. If one wished to have a hand in shaping the world, then one needed to embrace it through decision and action. 

	In truth, my course had been set the moment I awoke to find I’d survived where so many of my brethren had not. 

	I was meant to be the herald to start the cycle anew. The old ways were gone now, along with its keepers. As stagnant and corrupt as the vampire race had become, it was a welcome purge. Now there stood the chance to start over fresh, to usher in a new age for those touched by powers beyond the veil. But in order to kindle that fire I needed a spark, and with The Source destroyed such a thing was no small undertaking. But who better to shoulder such a monumental burden than one of my blood?

	With such clarity of purpose, how could I possibly fail?

	I glanced out the window, barely noticing the trees, buildings, and people we passed, and considered this. 

	The problem was I’d repeated the mantra of destiny to myself daily for the past four years with little to show for it. My spies told me even the most powerful of the Magi could now summon no more than the occasional spark – barely a parlor trick compared to what they could once do. It was little more than a tease, hinting at the infinite power which was now sealed off to us from behind a seemingly unbreachable gate. 

	Though I would never show such weakness in front of those who served me, doubt had begun to creep into my being. In truth, there was only one concept that disturbed me more than a life wasted wondering what one’s fate might be, and that was a life spent in folly, pursuing an unattainable goal. 

	When I was immortal, such a concept would have been of no consequence, but now I was forced to consider that my time upon this plane was finite. Physically, I was in my late teens, roughly sixteen by human standards, with perhaps another seven or eight decades in front of me. However, as one who has already experienced multiple lifetimes, I was well aware of how quickly such a span of years could pass. One quick blink and I could very well find myself old and infirm, confined to a bed as my life force ebbed away, knowing I’d wasted my life with nothing to show for it. 

	As always, when such rumination threatened to consume me with darkness, I turned my thoughts toward he whom I longed for – the love of my life: William Anderson Ryder, Bill to his friends, Dr. Death to his confidants, and the Freewill to those who remembered such things. He was the only son of Robert and Samantha Ryder and a decisively imperfect specimen of humanity, yet he was utterly flawless in my eyes – a shining jewel amidst a herd of dull-witted cattle. He could bring a smile to my lips like no other, possessing a wry sense of humor that more than made up for his numerous shortcomings. 

	Thinking of him, I was once again forced to consider the vow I’d made in those early days, upon discovering I was mortal again and aging normally. 

	Six years. 

	By then I would be eighteen in body, what his culture deemed to be a physical adult. It was a silly, ironic custom, considering even this country had a history for tolerating so-called child brides. However, it was a custom my beloved seemed to be fixated on and so I, too, had deemed it a worthy goal. 

	Such was the limit I’d placed upon myself: to reopen the gates to the beyond in that time frame and recapture my lost immortality. If I could not, then I would accept this frail existence and devote myself wholly toward winning his heart, through whatever means necessary. 

	Yet now, with over four of those years gone, I found myself conflicted. A part of me longed to grow old with him by my side, to accept that what I was trying to do was impossible and focus on more attainable pursuits. However, the other part of me, the part growing desperate, insisted nothing was impossible for one of my lineage. 

	And in truth I had already accomplished what many might consider unattainable. Though my true goal continued to elude me, I had amassed power and influence beyond what even heads of state might dream of by consolidating the holdings, wealth, and vast knowledge that had once belonged to the First Coven – the ruling body of the vampire nation. 

	It was their knowledge which most concerned me as I activated the satellite phone by my side. The archives of the vampire nation stretched back to the dawn of time itself and contained dark knowledge of things far beyond even the scope of my learning. 

	Somewhere within lay the answer, the means to reach out across dimensions and make contact with something powerful enough to break through to our world. 

	It was in that ancient knowledge that I now, once again, placed all my hope.

	 


CASUAL SACRIFICES

	“How many?”

	“Six, just as the ritual called for. Three virgins and three who’d led a more ... active lifestyle.” 

	“There is little need to mince words, Dr. Yu,” I replied. “You may call them what they were, whores.”

	“Very well, Mistress Gansetseg.”

	As the protocol I’d set demanded, the good doctor then proceeded to recite the specifics of the ritual in detail. I had made it a point to memorize said details in advance of every attempt. Her reciting it back to me was a failsafe against ineptitude. Dr. Yu’s predecessor had been sloppy, skipping proscribed steps he deemed unimportant. As such, I’d been forced to liquidate our working relationship as well as the man himself. Worse, those rituals needed to be conducted again, properly this time, to account for his missteps. All told, it had cost me nearly six months of effort, as well as a great deal of consternation. 

	“At the exact moment of the sun’s zenith,” she continued, “they were eviscerated and their entrails set aflame before their dying eyes. The incantation was then read aloud in the originating dialect.”

	“Results?”

	“Negative.”

	I paused to slam a fist onto the leather armrest. Yet another failure in a seemingly endless string of them. The archives of the vampire nation were vast, cataloguing over five thousand years of our history. However, they were more than a simple recounting of the ages. It had been one of the First Coven’s most potent weapons: containing strengths and weaknesses of countless races and subspecies, as well as detailed summoning rituals and appeasement incantations for innumerable entities from beyond the void. In truth, there was more contained within them than a small army of scholars could hope to study in a dozen lifetimes. 

	As such, I had teams working across the globe attempting to communicate with the other side. Yes, the gates were sealed shut, but the ears of the divine were keen and their reach long. In theory, it was possible to make contact even though our world was now cut off from the multiverse ... in theory. 

	My people had started with the common pantheons, those the general populace was aware of, even if the vast majority considered them no more than myth and folklore. From there, our efforts had spread to the more esoteric – deities long since forgotten by the realm of man. 

	Regrettably, esoteric or not, the results had all been the same. 

	“Very well,” I said, forcing calm into my voice. “What entity was this ritual meant to summon?”

	“I believe the archives make mention of the Dweller in the Rot.”

	“Make a note in its file and move on to the next.”

	“Very well. The bodies?”

	“Incinerate them as usual. I need not be bothered with the details.”

	“I should mention that we’re running low on our current pool of recruits.”

	“What’s the next city in our rotation?”

	“Portland, Oregon, I believe.”

	I nodded to myself. “Excellent. I doubt we’ll have to worry about any shortage of derelicts there. Run some ads in Craigslist, offer the standard rates. That should be sufficient.”

	“It will be done, mistress.”

	“See that it is.”

	I disconnected the call and leaned back on the seat, closing my eyelids and focusing on the darkness behind them – the one bit of peace left to me as my failures continued to mount.

	♦ ♦ ♦

	Upon our arrival at my estate, I dismissed my parents with the barest wave of my hand and headed deep into the main house toward my private study. 

	Situated in the middle of the manor, the room was large and circular, topped off by a dome ceiling. The shape was comforting, reminding me of my father’s massive ger tereg, where I dwelled as a child. 

	However, the trappings were also a contradiction in terms, a mix of traditional – including some of the priceless artifacts my father had collected over his long years – and modern, such as a bank of high definition curved panel monitors covering the northernmost wall. 

	My father had eschewed technology, holding disdain for modern ways. Though I was raised to respect that viewpoint, in recent years I’d accepted the wisdom of embracing automation – databases over parchment, cell phones over messenger birds, cars over horseback. I made it a point, however, to honor him by always remembering these were mere tools, not crutches to be relied upon. Balance in all things, even if some of those tools were more useful than others.

	Speaking of which, I pushed a button to activate the rows of monitors. A few more taps upon the keyboard called up images that never failed to bring me joy. The face of my beloved filled the screens, augmented by recent surveillance reports from the operatives assigned to keep constant watch on him. 

	“One day soon, my love,” I said to the empty room as I gazed at video taken of him, noting that he’d gained a bit of weight as well as purchased a new pair of glasses. One of the more recent clips showed him at a park with a young girl, the offspring of his deceased friend. The child was of no concern, though, compared to the fact that my love was sitting alone. Excellent. My spies had informed me that his relationship with the Shining One had recently come to an end. It was inevitable from the start, an ill-advised relationship if ever the world had known one. 

	A vampire and a vampire slayer in love, a ridiculous concept back when they’d been empowered but equally as foolish now that both were mortal.

	The fairy tales might speak of such forbidden love as romantic but those are for stupid children, nothing more. Those who have experienced this world know better. The only positive in his former lover’s favor was that their relationship did not end in wrath and bloodshed, as I’d originally expected. Had she dared to injure my love, I would’ve made certain she’d spent her last minutes screaming for mercy that was not forthcoming. Now, though, perhaps I’d consider sparing her life ... unless my beloved wished otherwise of course.

	With the Shining One out of the way, the path for our togetherness lay before us. All I had to do was ensure his eyes did not stray elsewhere before we could consummate our...

	The feed on the monitors cut out unexpectedly, as did the lights in the room, leaving me to wait patiently in total darkness. Approximately six seconds later the estate’s emergency generators kicked in and the monitors lit up again, but this time with footage of a different kind. 

	I recognized them as the manor’s security feeds, just as the intercom on my desk buzzed to life. 

	“Go ahead,” I said into the device as I beheld the assault taking place on screen. With the power out so, too, was the live feed, but in the case of cataclysmic failure the system was programmed to automatically play back the last minute of captured footage. It gave me a moment to consider that I was watching people die who were already dead. 

	Interesting that it should cause me to feel a momentary pang of regret. 

	“We’re tracking several armed intruders,” the voice of my security chief replied, pulling me from my thoughts. He was a former member of this country’s special forces who preferred going by the name of Paladin, ironic considering his somewhat checkered past.

	“Your response?”

	“Formulating one now. Whoever these guys are, they knew how to hit us. I’m getting negative responses from Alvarez, Chung, Zeta, and...”

	“The authorities?” I asked, cutting him off. The dead could be counted later. Doing so now would only cause their number to multiply.

	“Unaware as far as I know.”

	“Good.” I had no interest in the American authorities becoming involved in whatever squabble some other party had with me, even less so in the parasites that followed in their wake with their cameras and investigative journalism.

	“I’m activating vault protocol,” Paladin said. 

	“That will be unnecessary.” 

	“Sorry, ma’am, but I’m not asking.”

	The connection abruptly cut off as the lights within my study began to flash red. It was an alert meant to tell whoever was in here at the time that the safe room had been engaged. 

	Less than a moment later, heavy steel barriers lowered over the three exits leading out, locking in place and sealing me inside. 

	A brief flash of annoyance flitted through my mind before I pushed it away. Much as a general in the field might override the command of an emperor hundreds of miles away so, too, was my chief of security allowed the luxury of countermanding me should he feel it best for my safety. Paladin was not aware of it, but he was perhaps the sole person in my employ who could do so and remain breathing. 

	Nevertheless, despite being trapped in the body of a child for the majority of my long life, I’d never been one to sit idle while others led my troops. Though as a mortal I possessed barely a fraction of my former strength, I was still formidable. Speed and skill could compensate a great deal against a physically superior opponent and I had both on my side, having kept up a strict regimen of combat training since becoming human.

	Besides, as much faith as I put in my security chief, I put more into myself. The intruders, whoever they were, had taken out several competent guards already. That meant they were both skilled as well as versed in our defenses. Though Paladin meant well, his strategy was short-sighted. If these interlopers knew as much as seemed to be the case, it was prudent to assume they were aware of this safe room, including its specifications and tolerances. 

	The irony was not lost upon me. The very act of these trespassers making it far enough to ensure the safe room was activated likely meant it was the least safe place for me to remain in. 

	I began to rise then paused as a small part of me acknowledged the madness of what I was about to do. Regardless of the façade I put forth for others, I couldn’t lie to myself.

	This was an excuse on my part, nothing more. In truth I was dispirited due to my continual failures. My current course of action at least promised a momentary reprieve from that depression, the rare self-doubt I was feeling. 

	I was no fool, though. I likewise knew this could very well turn into a permanent reprieve from all things – success, failure, and my beloved. Nevertheless, I walked over and opened the panel hidden behind one of the multihued tapestries hanging from the walls. Once, death had been the most minor of concerns. Even dire injuries would heal within minutes. Now, however, I was forced to admit I was vulnerable. A carefully placed shot, a knife slid between my ribs, even an expertly thrown punch could all prove fatal.

	Yet, I felt no fear. 

	The doubt which had been eating at me faded away to nothing at the promise of combat. In battle there was a simplicity of being – action and reaction, no time to worry about one’s failures. Life and death were all that mattered. If I survived, so be it. But if death claimed me, it would find me waiting with no remorse upon my face. 

	Though the controls to the safe room could be overridden by my security chief, I had built in a failsafe known only to myself – the engineers who designed it having been repurposed as fodder for the endless rituals conducted on my behalf. I entered a twelve-digit code on the keypad then leaned in and provided a retina scan. A moment later, the heavy metal shutters began to retract. 

	An emergency weapons locker was hidden within a nearby display case, but I ignored it as I stepped to the more traditional armaments hanging nearby. The intercom on my desk buzzed frantically as I considered my choices – Paladin likely wondering what was going on – but I ignored it. 

	Ah, those will do nicely.

	I grabbed a pair of razor sharp shuang gou off the walls. It had been a while since I’d practiced with them, but their hooked blades offered an excellent balance between offense and defense. There was no doubt they’d be next to useless against even small arms fire, much less anything larger, but I found myself willing to wager that the goal of these intruders wasn’t to kill me. 

	No. If it was, a well-placed sniper bullet at the Amherst Academy could have easily done the job, unseen and unexpected by all. An assault against my home, however, bespoke of a different purpose. 

	And because of that, the advantage was mine.

	 


FIGHTING SPIRIT

	Under the glare of the emergency lighting, the hallways of the manor took on a sinister glow. Long shadows held dominion over every corner, promising that any one of them could be hiding an assassin intent on ending my life.

	Were I relying wholly on sight, perhaps I would have felt some intimidation at continuing onward, but I was no novice. There came the sound of gunfire, but it was slightly muffled, telling me the true battle was still a ways off. 

	Four years earlier, my sense of smell would’ve spoken volumes – telling me everything I needed to know about my opponents long before I caught sight of them. Fortunately, even a mortal nose could be keen enough to discern when a well-traveled path has been defiled and mine was telling me that the invaders had not yet reached this far. 

	Nevertheless, I was not alone.

	The faint scent of perfume caught my nostrils. I glanced off to the side where I saw a figure huddled beneath a brass statue of the goddess Od Ana.

	I tensed up for a moment but then relaxed my stance once I recognized her – a young woman, perhaps a year or two older than my physical age suggested. Her name was Emilyn and she worked in the kitchen, having joined my staff the prior month. I addressed her by name and called her over, the look of surprise on her face evident. 

	And why wouldn’t it be?

	Servants such as she were used to being all but invisible to their masters, but I made it a point to know the names of all those in my direct employ, or at least those who I might expect to encounter. True loyalty could only be earned from those who respected their betters. To know a name might sound like the smallest of token gestures but, in fact, the opposite was true. To give a person a name was to elevate them, to show that they mattered ... even if their purpose in life was little more than cannon fodder. 

	“M-ma’am?”

	Normally I would be annoyed at the hesitation but then I remembered I was armed. This was not a society of warriors. The mettle of this country’s youth was questionable at best, so such a thing was not surprising. In her eyes I was potentially the aggressor. 

	“Come here. There’s safety in numbers.”

	“What’s happening? The lights went out and I thought I heard gunshots.”

	“The manor has been breached by outside forces.” 

	“Outside forces? Who?”

	“I don’t know, but fear not. My security detail has it well in hand.” An embellishment of the truth perhaps, but it served its purpose.

	She nodded nervously and then approached, her head turning every which way as if expecting our attackers to materialize from thin air. “Is there any place we can hide until the police get here?”

	I didn’t bother wasting time telling her that no such response was incoming. The entirety of my security network was kept off the grid, as was the common vernacular. However, there was also little point in giving the child any more reason to fear. 

	“You may hide within my study if you wish. Once you’re inside, I can activate the safe room protocol.”

	Left unsaid was that if the invading forces did manage to make it this far, she would possibly offer a momentary distraction to them – being of similar height and build to me. If such a thing did not happen then that, too, would benefit me as she would remember my generosity in this time of strife. 

	“What about you?”

	“I need to help coordinate the defense.”

	“B-but isn’t that dangerous?”

	I didn’t deem such a ridiculous inquiry worthy of a response. I merely stared at her until she dropped her gaze. 

	“I ... just don’t want to be alone.”

	This was growing tiresome. “Stay or follow. The choice is yours. But know that I am heading toward the location of the breach. If you choose to join me, you’ll be responsible for your own safety.”

	There came no answer, save a wide-eyed stare. So be it. I’d wasted more than enough time here. I had more important matters to concern myself with.

	I turned away, readying to once more head toward the siege which had descended upon my stronghold. 

	It was the act of a single step for instinct to take over. I feinted to the side, a mere moment before the crackle of electricity reached my ears. I spun as the weapon, a stun gun, was jabbed into the spot where I’d stood a second earlier – a sloppy attack which left Emilyn off balance. 

	Before she could recover, I’d sidestepped around to her rear, bringing up one of the hook swords and positioning the curve of the blade against her throat. 

	“The kitchen is nowhere near my study,” I said dispassionately. 

	My captive froze, tensed her muscles, and then whispered in a low voice likely not meant for my ears, “White Mother protect me.”

	She spun, bringing up the stun gun, and was rewarded by a quick jerk of my wrist which slit her throat before she could even cover half the distance between us. 

	In the next moment she dropped to the ground lifeless, her blood staining the tigerwood flooring beneath my feet. But that was of little concern compared to the oath she’d muttered before her ill-timed attack. 

	The White Mother was the venerated progenitor of the Magi, still revered among their number despite her recent return and subsequent destruction along with The Source. That meant this girl had been a witch, or perhaps an acolyte when her power was taken from her. I doubted this was merely a coincidence, a rogue witch having joined my staff seeking the most opportune moment to dispose of me. For starters, her weapon was meant to incapacitate, not kill. That aligned with my theory regarding the invaders’ motives. 

	The problem was, the assault still taking place had been coordinated, carried out with great skill, whereas this girl’s attack would’ve been easy to counter had I been both blind and deaf. Was she merely a victim of circumstance, being in the right place and time so as to attempt some half-thought out kidnapping attempt?

	Either way, my chief of staff, a pompous buffoon of a man, was going to shortly find himself on the wrong side of my ire for allowing a Magi to slip onto my staff unnoticed. 

	♦ ♦ ♦

	It didn’t take long to find the first bodies. Judging by the way they’d fallen, they’d been caught entirely unaware during the first moments of the attack. Among them was Batu. A pity. Replacing my father would be easy enough, though, I supposed. Counsellor Wellington, as well as the administrative staff of the Amherst Academy, firmly struck me as the types for whom those people all looked alike. In truth, I would’ve been sincerely surprised to discover they’d held a different attitude toward humanity in general back when they were still empowered. 

	But that was a minor concern, one for tomorrow. More pressing was the lack of bullet holes in the surrounding walls. Unlike Emilyn’s sloppy attack, this one had been precise. It bespoke of skill. Even the gunfire I’d heard had sounded controlled. I hadn’t noted many wild bursts of automatic gunfire, despite the video surveillance suggesting they were carrying weapons capable of such. 

	Almost as if in answer to my thoughts, there came a burst of weapons fire from not too far away, followed by the sound of pottery shattering and bullets ricocheting. I allowed myself a small moment to rue the apparent destruction of my meditation garden then strode forward in that direction, mindful to use the shadows to my advantage.

	I still didn’t believe these people were here to kill me, now more than ever after seeing Emilyn’s choice of weaponry. However, that didn’t rule out the possibility of a stray bullet cutting me down. Though I didn’t fear a warrior’s death, dying via nothing more than a stupid accident was a thought which vexed me greatly.

	♦ ♦ ♦

	Upon reflection, I realized the indoor meditation garden was a perfect ambush point for Paladin to utilize. The space was large, with several boulders placed throughout, making for excellent cover. The floor was also primarily loose sand, meaning quick traversal by our adversaries would be made more difficult. 

	The previously controlled gunfire became more chaotic as I approached, telling me the intruders had no doubt realized this, too, and had switched to more brute force tactics. Sadly, I had a feeling the advantage in such a battle was theirs. I’d already encountered numerous bodies along the way, telling me at least some of their number had already made it past this point. As I hadn’t encountered any serious resistance yet, I had to conclude they were perhaps doubling back with the goal of stamping out any remaining opposition standing between them and myself. 

	It was a prudent course of action, which made Emilyn’s incompetence all the more puzzling. 

	Regardless, they were likely not counting on a counter ambush by their intended target. 

	The red glow cast by the emergency lighting was broken up by muzzle flashes from ahead. The entrance to the garden was open, the door apparently missing, likely battered off its hinges. 

	“Fall back!” 

	The voice of my security chief was measured and authoritative, belaying no fear or panic. Such calm in the face of likely defeat was rare in westerners, speaking to the fact that I’d chosen well in conscripting him to his current role. Assuming he survived this firefight, I would have to remember that. 

	Pushing all of that to the side, I began to focus on the conflict ahead – letting my ears tell me where the combatants inside were likely concentrated. The automatic fire was repeated, answered by only a few scattered return shots. 

	It was possible some of the intruders were purposefully pinning down my people as others circled the area to close in. As for Paladin and his men, I considered it likely they were running low on ammo by now. Perhaps I should’ve opted for the weapons locker in my study after all.

	Alas, that opportunity had passed. Even had I still possessed the speed of the undead, I doubted I could have made it to my study and back in time to make a difference. No, whatever would happen in the next few minutes would be decided by the blades in my hands and the skill behind them.

	 


SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST

	I peered through the entranceway to my garden, a mere ghost in the shadowy darkness, my long black hair serving to hide the paleness of my skin as I took stock of the situation.

	It was as I’d surmised. Muzzle fire gave away the location of several of the invaders at the far end of the garden, their bodies mostly hidden by cover. 

	To the north, I made out the spot where Paladin and his men were likely huddled, a heavy grouping of basalt imported from my home province. It had served to remind me of the grasslands where I spent portions of my youth, but now acted as the sole barrier keeping my people alive. 

	Behind them, the darkness and safety of the outside loomed. However, they were separated from it by the heavy reinforced glass that made up the windows, designed to withstand the gunfire which would’ve allowed them to escape into the night and regroup.

	More important were the figures I spied to my left creeping toward them: a trio, all of them dressed from head to toe in black – likely body armor – barely visible in the gloom, save for the flashes of light from the contingent providing cover fire. 

	They were the true threat, belied by the surety of their steps. If I could remove them from the equation, a counterattack in our favor became a much more likely possibility. 

	Taking both blades in my left hand and lowering them to my side, to reduce the possibility of them reflecting light at an inopportune moment, I crouched down and began to make my way forward, staying close to the wall.

	Both flanks appeared too focused on the remaining resistance by my people to notice I’d entered the battlefield – perfect.

	“Reinforcements are on the way,” Paladin cried out from behind the heavy basalt. “Back off now or I guarantee your families will never get a chance to identify the bodies. Your call.”

	“Do you really expect us to believe such a pathetic lie?” one of the invaders from across the way, a male, called back, his voice sounding decisively unhurried. “Drop your weapons and mercy will be shown. We’re not here for you. This doesn’t have to end in any more deaths.”

	Both sides were throwing falsehoods about like children’s toys, each hoping the other fell for their bluff long enough to drop their guard. 

	Except that apparently not all of the raiders were interested in maintaining the charade. One stood up from where the suppressing force lay and peppered the area with a spray of automatic fire, the shots ricocheting wildly off the rock formation Paladin’s people were using for cover.

	“Or we can simply ensure this place needs a lot of body bags tomorrow,” the aggressor, a female, cried, her voice containing none of the restraint of the one who first spoke. 

	Interesting.

	It was of potential note, but for a later time. For now, I crept forward, more quickly, intent on taking my targets by surprise.

	Sadly, in my haste, I miscalculated. I took a sloppy step in the same instant the gunfire ceased, my foot making the slightest sound in the sandy gravel beneath my feet as I brought it down. 

	A lesser opponent would’ve easily missed it. Indeed, the two closest to me continued on their way as if sensing nothing out of the ordinary. But the one in the lead stopped and spun back my way. An instant later he spotted me.

	“It’s her!” he cried. 

	“Pizda,” I muttered under my breath, angry with myself for making such a foolish mistake. 

	However, my annoyance didn’t stop me from lashing out. Before the invader directly in front of me could compensate to follow their leader’s alert, I reached out with my weapons and hooked their leg out from beneath them. 

	They went down and I stepped atop them, pinning them to the floor, so as to confront the next in line. 

	I slashed at him, willing to bet their armor was designed with ballistics in mind, not bladed weapons. My aim was true, the sword opening a gash in his chest plate, but this one had been competent enough to pull back at the last moment, ensuring any damage I’d done was minimal. Sadly, that left me wide open for counterattack. 

	“Hold your fire!” the first voice cried out from across the way. 

	Or perhaps not. 

	I’d been right. Whoever these people were, they were here for purposes other than murdering me. That made the advantage squarely mine, something I intended to press. 

	Before the two still standing before me could make their next move, I rolled over the outcropping to my immediate right, kicked off my shoes in the process, and landed with my bare feet gripping the sand beneath them. 

	“What are you doing?” Paladin cried out as I stepped to the center of the garden, blades raised.

	“Offering death to those foolish enough to face me,” I replied, calm flooding my senses. Westerners had a saying about laying all of one’s cards on the table. I had just done exactly that. Now to see if my opponents were worthy of claiming me as their prize. 

	“A bold move, Prefect,” the first man, obviously the leader, said, catching me by surprise.

	Hmm. He was aware of my former status within the vampire hierarchy – a Magi no doubt, but one who was far more disciplined than the majority of his fellows. 

	“The only type of move I care to make.”

	“Screw this,” the female next to him cried. “She doesn’t need kneecaps to live. Take her down.”

	The invader to her immediate left stood and raised their weapon just as a shot rang out. A bullet hole appeared in the visor of their helmet, sending them to the floor. The momentary distraction I’d provided had allowed Paladin and his people a chance to regroup. 

	The next move would determine the true mettle of our opponents. I fully expected them to duck back down and open fire upon Paladin’s position again, likely cutting me down in the crossfire. 

	Instead, the leader nimbly leapt from cover and dive rolled to where I waited in the center. I heard movement from behind me, but almost immediately my security chief sounded out. 

	“Don’t. We can’t risk hitting her.”

	“A stalemate?” I offered my opponent. He was larger than me by almost a foot in height, made even more intimidating by the tactical helmet which covered his head. 

	“Hardly, Prefect,” he replied, holstering his sidearm and drawing a retractable combat baton. 

	All around us movement caught my eye as others of his team followed suit. 

	So be it.

	In response, I held up a hand and called out, “Only fire if they attempt to do so first. Those who choose to face me shall be allowed an honorable death.”

	“Are you crazy?” came the response, a rare outburst from Paladin. 

	“They want me alive, but I doubt they’ll show you and your men the same courtesy. Stay behind cover and do as I have commanded. Do not make me repeat myself.”

	There came a muttered grumbling from his end which I took to be the chain of command asserting itself. 

	“I’ll give you one chance to surrender peacefully, Prefect,” the leader said, his voice oozing a confidence seldom heard from those not of ancient blood. “What we’re attempting to do benefits you, too.”

	“I alone decide what is to my benefit, dog. Surrender seldom is.”

	“Have it your way. Take her.”

	I had to give Paladin and his men credit. I half-expected to be shot by accident in that moment. However, they were disciplined enough to not disobey my orders. That was fortunate because I was capable of many things, but dodging gunfire was perhaps a stretch even for me. 

	The leader stepped in and swung his baton, a move easily countered by the blade in my right hand, leaving him wide open for...

	I sensed movement in my periphery and spun at the last second to parry another of his people. Smart. Attacking from multiple fronts. However, I was ready for...

	Oof!

	The leader dropped and swept my legs out from beneath me the moment my attention was diverted. The soft ground cushioned the fall, the damage more to my pride than anything. The second attacker, female judging by her size, made to slam her baton into my midsection, even as I saw two more of the invaders closing in. Before she could complete her strike, though, I brought my legs up, wrapped them around her arms, and rolled, sending her tumbling over me in the direction of her fellows, knocking at least one of them down.

	One more quick move and I was back on my feet. Their leader was also rising but his movements were slightly hampered due to the sandy terrain. It wasn’t much, barely perceptible, but he was slowed just enough to give me an opening.

	I lashed out with one of my blades, aiming for just beneath the chin of his helmet where he was most vulnerable. Much to my surprise, though, he managed to slip the end of his baton into the guard of my sword before giving it a quick twist and sending the weapon tumbling out of my hand. 

	It was an expert move, a strangely familiar one at that. Whoever this man was, he was far more skilled than I gave him credit for.

	And he wasn’t alone.

	Fully recovered from my throw, the two I’d knocked down joined their friends in surrounding me. They probably thought that by doing so they’d earn an easy win. Pity for them that a good deal of my training had involved battling superior numbers. 

	I leaned back and swung my remaining sword over my head in a wide arc, forcing all of them to take a step back. 

	Make that all but one. 

	Three of my opponents, their leader included, dodged easily. The fourth, however, appeared completely taken by surprise, the swing of my blade coinciding with his own attack. It was a sloppy, inept blow, completely unlike what his leader had done, and it was answered by me lopping off his hand at the wrist. 

	Fresh blood stained the sand as the injured man fell to his knees bleating like a goat. I spun, raising my sword to put him out of his misery, but a hand caught my wrist. 

	“Get your people back,” the leader cried out, grappling with me. “We’ve got this.”

	Your people?

	I turned to face him, dropping my remaining weapon so as to better engage him in close quarters, as one of the invaders still on the sidelines raced in to help their injured comrade. 

	A quick twist of my arm was enough to free me from the leader, allowing me to step away and catch the newcomer with a kick to the midsection which sent both him and the injured party tumbling. Pathetic, both of them. Neither had come close to mounting a defense. 

	Where they failed, though, the three still facing me proved to be far more formidable. A series of punches and kicks were thrown my way from multiple different directions. I attempted to counter but they were prepared for that, feinting and attacking again. Even my formidable skills weren’t enough to keep them all at bay. 

	I dropped to my knees as a kick landed in my side. A moment later, my lip was split, filling my mouth with the taste of my own blood. More blows rained down upon me as my defense faltered. But it wasn’t the pain that caused me to hesitate. No. My father had prepared me too well for that, his personal assassins being masters at inflicting the most heinous torture imaginable.

	The problem was that, once again, my opponents’ moves seemed disturbingly familiar.

	I dared a glance up, only to see the defensive stance all three of my foes had adopted, each similar to the rest but modified to take into account their position relative to me. 

	Impossible.

	It was the Golden Phalanx technique. I knew it well, but so far as I was aware I was the only living person who did. 

	It was one of the many martial arts taught to the vampire nation’s elite guard, but it was a dead style – in more ways than one. It had been rare for a guardsman to be under two-centuries in age, unheard of for any to be less than one. Children were not recruited to their ranks. 

	Regardless, I was alone among the ancients in surviving the collapse of The Source. All others had crumbled to dust where they stood. 

	Yet there was no mistaking this fighting style. It was distinct, as all true martial arts were, and the moves were expert in their fluidity. There was no way this was either fluke or coincidence. These people had studied this technique in depth ... just as elite guardsmen would be expected to.

	What does it mean?

	“The hell with this!”

	I didn’t need to look to understand that Paladin had just launched himself into the fray, no doubt in an attempt to protect me.

	If what I began to suspect was true, though, all of his training would prove insufficient to the skills on display here. 

	But that didn’t mean this battle was lost. In fact, it meant quite the opposite.

	 


THE LIVING DEAD

	One of the guardsmen, for what else could I call them in that moment, broke off to engage Paladin. 

	My security chief was a burly, muscular man – over six feet tall, two hundred pounds, and with hair as dark as his eyes. He was the type most would think twice about even arguing with, especially with a combat knife in hand. Yet the guardsman faced him as confidently as if squaring off against a child.

	I took advantage of the opening in their defense to roll to my feet, countering the blows thrown my way even as I moved. Therein lay my true advantage. 

	I’d been raised within the vampire nation, taught by its strictest taskmasters. I was intimately acquainted with the Golden Phalanx as well as other techniques taught to the elite guard. More importantly, I knew how to counter them.

	Before my foes could close in on me, I spun, sweeping my leg along the floor and kicking up a curtain of sand. It was a momentary diversion at best, useless against foes wearing helmets, but the instinct to protect one’s sight was a powerful thing and both my attackers paused to raise their hands against it. 

	That was all I needed. A kick to his knee, followed by an eagle claw strike to the crotch, put one on the ground and out of the fight for the time being. 

	The one who’d engaged Paladin broke off from their attack at the cry of his fellow. It was a mistake, allowing my security chief to step in and grapple them before they could compensate. 

	Though the distraction was welcome, it was not long-lived. Paladin was formidable in his own right, but he was facing an opponent who – if I was right – vastly outclassed him with regards to fighting experience. 

	A moment later, I was proven correct as my security chief was knocked to the ground stunned. 

	Outnumbered again, I adopted a defensive stance, backing up so as to dare a glance at the periphery of the garden, noting those who’d remained on the sidelines, their weapons still raised. Despite their covered faces, their body language bespoke of far less surety of skill than those engaging me in unarmed combat – much closer to the girl Emilyn than to disciplined soldiers.

	It began to paint a picture.

	Could it be possible?

	The Magi had never been allies with the vampire nation. If anything, we’d tolerated each other, feigning neutrality where necessary, exerting influence over the other where possible. They’d looked down upon us as mere animals, predatory beasts to be culled. In turn, a great many of my kind had considered them a failed race on the decline, dying a slow death by entropy. 

	But now we were on equal footing. Both races had been rendered powerless, mortal. Most Magi were now directionless, lost in a world in which they no longer held the advantage. As for the survivors of the vampire race, aside from myself I’d believed all that were left were children – those recently turned and thus able to return to whatever lives they had before being embraced by darkness. 

	But if others like me had survived, those who’d experienced centuries of life, what did it mean if they were now allying themselves with former Magi?

	All of this went through my mind at the speed of thought, even as I stepped in to engage my foes again. I didn’t know what purpose this alliance served, but now that I knew how to counter their best moves, I intended to remedy that – through whatever means necessary.

	Out of the corner of my eye I noted my security chief once again rising. I opened my mouth, prepared to tell him I wanted at least one of these interlopers taken alive, but his voice rang out first. 

	“What the hell?!”

	Though Paladin’s shout of alarm didn’t cause me to lose focus, movement at the far end of the room caught my attention. I turned my head to see another of the intruding party enter the garden and immediately understood my security chief’s surprise. 

	Whereas the foes we’d fought to this point were all human, the newcomer was most certainly not. Its silhouette was alien – tall, rail-thin, and with an oblong helmet covering its misshapen head. However, perhaps most telling was the second set of arms jutting from its abdomen. 

	Though impossible to know for certain with it covered head to toe, it resembled one of the Huldra, an imp-like race that once hailed from beneath the Trollheimen mountains in Norway – former allies of the vampire nation. 

	Interesting. I’d heard rumors that some extranormal creatures had survived the destruction of The Source, remaining on Earth instead of being shunted back to their originating planes. Supposedly, some had been trapped here, powerless in their corporeal forms. Before now, though, I’d seen no evidence that it was true. 

	The Huldra lifted something over its head with two of its arms, a small rectangular object ... a laptop computer from the look. 

	“The secondary objective,” it cried in a high-pitched voice. “I’ve secured it!”

	Secondary objective? What could that...

	The distraction was a costly one. A backhand caught me in the side of the head, sending me to the ground dazed. Fortunately, my combat instincts were razor sharp and I managed to roll out of my opponent’s reach before they could capitalize further on my inattention. 

	As I reoriented myself, giving my head a moment to clear, I focused on the leader and realized in that instant this fight was over ... and I’d lost. Though I couldn’t see his face, his body language spoke volumes. He was weighing his options with regards to prolonging this battle. 

	Even before he spoke, I understood the decision he’d made. 

	“Move out! We’ve got what we came for!”

	“On my mark,” the belligerent female, apparently his second, called out from the sidelines a moment later, raising her weapon.

	“Suppression fire only,” the leader countermanded. 

	“What?”

	‘You heard me. She could still prove useful if this doesn’t pan out.”

	“But...”

	“Enough! Let’s go.”

	Rough arms grabbed me from behind and began to drag me back just as the invaders opened fire again – Paladin. He was pulling me toward cover. 

	A part of me was tempted to throw him off, to reengage the enemy. After all, the leader seemed insistent on not killing me, a promise he would have best made outside my earshot. However, his second seemed far less disciplined. A soldier would heed their commander’s order, but a Magi? If she sensed I wished to press the matter, might she not act independently to end the life of one she considered a threat?

	Though I felt no fear as I was dragged to safety, I considered that perhaps this was a situation in which prudence demanded a tactical retreat. 

	Besides, I now had a lot to think about.

	 


A NEW TOMORROW

	“...In addition, I’m recommending a thirty percent increase in motion sensors to compensate for the...”

	“Unnecessary,” I replied, glancing over Paladin’s report. Fourteen casualties in total, most of them from his security team, but a few from my support staff as well, including both of my parents. No matter. They’d served their purpose. 

	“Excuse me, Miss. Gansetseg?”

	“Exactly as I said. We will be abandoning this facility. It’s been compromised by enemies who will not be stopped by minor upgrades should they decide to strike again. Save your recommendations for the estate in Salisbury Mills. I’ll be relocating there.”

	“I see.”

	“Will there be anything else?”

	Paladin hesitated a moment, then replied, “Permission to speak freely, ma’am.”

	I’d expected this. “Granted.”

	“What you did back there was...”

	“Stupid?” I asked, one eyebrow raised.

	“Unwise.”

	“Fortune favors the bold, Paladin. It was a calculated risk on my part.”

	“For what?”

	“Is it not obvious? Knowledge of course.”

	“Am I wrong in assuming it has something to do with that ... thing I saw.”

	“And what do you think you saw?”

	“Something that shouldn’t exist.”

	I considered this for a moment. “What if I told you that once, not too long ago, the world held far more mysteries than you could possibly ever imagine?”

	“I know that the world seemingly went crazy a few years back. Red lightning over the Afghani desert on a clear day, good men making wild claims that landed them in psych eval. Maybe even one or two things I might’ve seen...”

	“But don’t talk about?”

	“Something like that.”

	I debated saying more but one of Paladin’s men interrupted us to bring him a new report, one I’d personally asked him to look into. 

	He glanced at it, likely to make sure it was thorough, then handed it to me. It was an inventory of the files stored on the stolen laptop, retrieved from an offsite backup. The invaders had obviously wanted information I was privy to. Why else try to take me alive? But it seemed likely they’d somehow discovered this same information was stored on this device in some format. 

	I’d spent the hours since locked deep in thought, trying to figure out what that was, and coming to only one conclusion. 

	Though I already suspected what I’d find in the report, I needed to be certain. If I was wrong, then... If so, I didn’t know what that could mean, save that I could sense the specter of my failures prowling at the very edge of my senses, like a wolf at my door. 

	Wolves can be tamed, you cannot, I told myself, forcing my personal demons at bay until I could be certain.

	I scanned the list of files until my eyes fell upon the thing I’d been hoping to see: an accounting report detailing my major assets in the Middle East, specifically real estate holdings. Among them was a mosque in the ancient city of Damascus.

	Deep beneath it lay a hidden tunnel, the same one I’d walked out of four years earlier after a seemingly endless journey through unyielding darkness. It was the only natural tunnel between the surface and the cavern which had once been home to The Source.

	It was a secret known only to a few. My beloved was one of them, but I quickly dismissed that thought. Through my close observation of his life I knew he had no interest in such things. But others apparently did.

	Why, though? The Source cave was now nothing more than sterile Earth.

	Or perhaps not. 

	If the invaders – an unlikely alliance of Magi, former vampires, and other survivors – wanted this information badly enough to risk my wrath then perhaps that meant they had a plan. 

	And if that were the case than perhaps I’d been wrong to despair at my continued failure to breach the veil. 

	All at once, that wolf at my door now seemed no more than a harmless puppy. As such, I allowed a small smile to cross my lips.

	“Ma’am?” Paladin asked. “Is everything okay. The report?”

	Pulling myself from my momentary reverie, I turned to him. “The man who was responsible for the stolen computer?”

	Paladin nodded. “His name is Fletcher.”

	“Yes. One of the accountants in my employ. I didn’t see his name on the casualty list.”

	“That’s because he survived. He was found hiding in the east wing.”

	“How noble of him to save himself while abandoning what our intruders were after.”

	“I’m sure he had no way of knowing...”

	I silenced him with a wave of my hand. “Ignorance is no excuse for gross incompetence.”

	“Do you want me to handle it?” he asked after a moment. 

	“No. Inform Dr. Yu that I have a new volunteer for her ... research. Personally escort this Mr. Fletcher to her facility.”

	“It’ll be done ASAP.”

	“On second thought, my chief of staff...”

	“Mr. Gaolong?”

	“Yes. Have him reassigned to the good doctor as well.”

	“As you wish, ma’am.”

	“Oh, and kindly have my assistant schedule a meeting with Counselor Wellington over at the Amherst Academy.”

	Paladin raised an eyebrow. “I thought we were relocating.”

	“We are,” I replied. “This isn’t about school. It’s about recruitment.”

	“I’m not sure I understand.”

	I dismissed my security chief without answering him. He didn’t have a need to understand, at least not yet. First, I needed to determine if what I suspected was indeed true – that these invaders were in fact visionaries, ones with a plan to reopen the gateway to the beyond. If that were the case, then soon he, and everyone else for that matter, would learn that the lives they’d led up until now were the barest tip of a fantastic iceberg. 

	For now, though, I needed to plan for the future. If these other surviving vampires could ally themselves with the Magi, then perhaps it was time I did the same. 

	A new beginning lay on the horizon, and I fully intended to be ready for it. 

	THE END

	Gansetseg and Bill Ryder will return in

	STRANGE DAYS (Bill of the Dead – 1)
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