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Ch. 1 Short Fused

The lamp flickered.

Then did it again.

From his overstuffed armchair Maxim Volt looked up from his copy of The Merits of Giant Pigeons, Our Natural Overlords by Nikola Tesla and glared. Another flutter of the bulb had him lean in and tap the glass impatiently.

“Ow!” he hissed as a spark scorched his finger. He shook his hand with annoyance and glared at the lamp. Dammit. That was happening more and more often lately. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. Honestly, it was a miracle half the things in Castle Grimmwald worked. Or did so without requiring virgin blood to be poured on it. The castle was ancient, built up over generations of madmen and geniuses, frequently at the same time. But the lights had been getting tetchy lately, and it was starting to annoy him.

He sighed, gazing about the room. It was one of the studies. His favourite one, in fact, given it was the only one sporting more bookcases than torture devices. Apparently a number of his ancestors found screams of torment relaxing. It was something that Maxim had failed to appreciate. Which was, apparently, a pity, for as the new tyrant of the Grimm valley and mad master of the castle, it was expected of him to take pleasure in the agonies of his enemies, the servants, and occasionally family members if no one else was convenient.

But the really strange part was that his subjects liked that.

Maxim had strained against this at first. He hadn’t exactly embraced the role when he found out the valley’s inhabitants wanted him to be a brooding lunatic, cackling over beakers and unleashing horrors of science upon his enemies. At this point though, he was mostly resigned to it. It didn’t mean he had to conform to those expectations, of course, but people would have them. And he supposed there was some merit in such a reputation. People tended to be more respectful if they thought you might stick their brain in a squirrel. Helped get a table at the restaurant at any rate. As a bitter Italian once said, it was better to be feared than loved. Though, the masters of Grimmwald apparently managed to do both.

The lamp suddenly flickered again, then burned out with a hiss, casting the room into darkness. “Blast,” Maxim grunted, putting aside his book and rising. He picked up his cane, his thumb nudging the controls on its side. With a soft hum and a crackle, the glass orb at its peak came to life, static crawling in the casing and filling the room with a low blue glow. “Moira?” he called.

“You rang, master?”

He barely flinched at the whispering voice that came directly behind him. He glanced back to find the eerie maid waiting dutifully for a command. Dressed in a black and white uniform, her hair was tied back and her eyes had a curious yellow tint. Her skin was the striking pale reserved for marble statues or those in the final throes of consumption, but if she was sick he’d never seen any sign. Though, he’d also seen only few signs she was even human. She’d come with the castle, and was the one reliable thing about it.

“There you are. The lamp burned out. Would you mind fetching another bulb?”

“Not at all, master. Here you are,” she said, producing the item in question from her pocket.

Maxim didn’t bother asking how she did that. Or much else about her. He tended to just get riddles, obfuscations, or the like. And even though he was a man of science, there were some questions he acknowledged were probably best left unasked.

“Thank you,” he said, licking his fingers and unscrewing the bulb in the lamp. “The power has been a bit odd lately.”

“Perhaps a result of your work to clear Mister Chrome from the airspace,” she suggested.

Maxim felt a smile twitch on his lips at the reminder. That had not been a fun night, but it had been immensely satisfying to blow that gold-plated industrialist out of the sky, then rip the man himself apart with some giant magnets. “Maybe,” he acknowledged. “But why has it taken this long to take effect?”

“Perhaps some wiring has burned out. Shall I get the gremlins looking into it?”

“Could you?” he asked as he installed the new bulb. With a buzz it glowed to life and Maxim eased back in satisfaction, only for it to glow brighter. Hotter.

“Wha-”

With a popping sound the bulb burst. Maxim winced, shielding his face with an arm, then glared at the headless lamp irritably.

“Would you care for another bulb, master?” Moira asked.

“No. I think not,” he said, crouching down and peering under the table at the wiring. He gathered it in his hands, trying to make sense of the tangles. “Maybe it’s the lamp itself… I wonder if-”

The door to the study slammed open. “Sparky!”

Maxim jolted, banging his head on the underside of the table. “Argh!” he grunted, pushing himself out into the open and lifting his head, even as he rubbed it with pain. “What… Bitsy?”

His assistant stood in the doorway, hand still on the knob, her fingers at her lips with surprise, though he caught a flicker of a smile there. Not that he was surprised. Bitsy Malevola was his lover, assistant, the devil on his shoulder and, quite often, in his bed. Short, somewhat flat chested, she wore a long white lab coat open at the front to reveal some, frankly, scandalous attire that was somewhere between bondage gear and underwear. Her hair was short cut and purple, and she radiated impish trouble.

“Oh, sorry, Sparky. Did you hit your head?” she asked, bending over with a sympathetic look.

“I did,” he grunted, climbing back to his feet.

“Aw. Want me to kiss it and make it better?” she asked, putting a playful finger to her lips and fluttering her lashes.

“No, I think I’m quite alright.”

“Then want to kiss just on general principle? Or maybe you should give me a good, thorough spanking for interrupting you down there? Really work out that frustration on my naughty body.”

He was tempted by that one. Not just because it would never end with just a spanking. Bitsy might not have the spark of genius and madness that allowed those like Maxim to bend the very laws of science, nature, and God to their whims, but she was eager, loyal, and very much in love with him. And more than happy to show it physically. Which was hardly the ladylike thing to do, but it did make her more fun.

That, however, was exactly the reason why Maxim didn’t dare indulge her. If she managed to rope him into playing around, he’d never get any work done for the rest of the day. And there was always much to be done in taking care of his domain. Being a brooding madman was a shocking amount of work.

“Maybe later,” he said. “Is there something you needed?”

Bitsy blinked as if suddenly recalling her reason for being there. “Oh! Right. We just spotted an airship on the horizon and coming this way!”

“What!” Maxim barked. “Did you get a good look at it? An insignia?”

“It was still a fair way off, but I thought you’d like to know.”

“Very much so. Come on!”

Maxim tore out of the room in a whirl of his waistcoat, Bitsy hot on his heels while Moira glided after like a ghost.

“Do you think it might be Duke Aris?” Bits asked eagerly.

“I dearly hope not,” Maxim grunted, but he couldn’t discount it either. He and the Duke had some unfinished business, specifically in the betrothal of the man’s daughter, Beatrix Aris. It had been a somewhat tense affair, given Beatrix had not been thrilled with the arrangement, and expressed it by sending monsters to try and kill him. She hadn’t succeeded, but not from lack of trying, and Maxim wasn’t entirely sure where he stood with the family now. Ideally it wasn’t in their crosshairs, but one never knew for sure.

Political marriages could be so complicated.

Of course, it could be any number of others that wished Maxim harm. And there were many others. His family was not popular among the local nobility, given the previous masters of Grimmwald hadn’t so much warred on their neighbours as brawled in a murderous free-for-all of mad science, monsters and explosive confectionary. He doubted there was anyone east of the Rhine his family hadn’t pissed off over the centuries, from the Brass Sultanate to the Polar Czars.

Not to mention Maxim had no shortage of his own enemies. Which had been largely why he’d come all the way out to Grimmwald in the first place.

In the end, it didn’t really matter. Maxim had claimed the castle. Claimed his title. And claimed the weapons that came with it. And he’d be damned if anyone took it from him now.

Maxim burst out of a doorway and found himself on one of Grimmwald’s many walls and near a weapon emplacement. An impressive feat, given the castle was a maze of corridors, secret passages, and dead ends (often literally given the number of spiked pits around). The architects had been insane to begin with, but the cycles of destruction and reconstruction hadn’t helped, turning the castle into a cobbled together monstrosity of stone, iron, wood and, in the case of some of the undercrofts Maxim had seen, lava.

His coat flapping, he hurried to the foremost tower that squatted heavily over the perilous cliff on which the castle perched. There, the immense bulk of a thunder cannon groaned as it was turned on its gears, creaking as it came about to aim at the bulbous shape descending through the churning black clouds. Wires crawled into the weapon from every corner, and they now hummed with power as they charged. Maxim grinned savagely. For too long had he been forced to suffer the weaknesses of the castle. But no more! The gremlins had been labouring like mad to repair the defences, and he was eager to see the fruits of their destructive labours. Those intruders would soon suffer his wrath!

“How are we doing?” Maxim demanded, rubbing his hands.

“Eek!” the gremlin in the gunner chair squeaked, the malevolent little monster eagerly adjusting the controls while periodically peering through the scope. Many of its ilk had gathered around to watch, which was also unsurprising. Small, rat-like, dressed in ratty red robes, and with tools hanging from their belts, gremlins were common sights among the domains of the more crazed sparks of the world. With a fetish of dangerous machinery and no understanding of safety standards, they were indispensable to your local madman in need of a horde of minions willing, able, and often eager to work on malicious machinery. That they took payment in rats helped the finances and pest control immensely.

Now they swarmed over the cannon, adjusting mechanisms and performing minute adjustments as it charged up.

“Good. Good.” Maxim peered at the dirigible. “Who are they?” he asked.

“Pretty far,” Bitsy said as she peered through a fold-out telescope. “But I think I can make out the design on the gas bag. It looks like… frolicking hippos?”

Maxim froze.

No. It couldn’t be.

“Hippos!” he said. “Are you sure?”

“I think so. Looks like they’re juggling lightning bolts.”

“Quick! Give me that,” Maxim cried, snatching the spyglass from a startled Bitsy and frantically training it on the airship. It took a moment for him to find it, but at last he did, and as he finally locked on to the design on the side, he felt his stomach drop to his feet.

They were hippos.

And they were most certainly frolicking.

“Hold your fire!” Maxim bellowed.

“Eeek!” the gremlin at the controls squealed, yanking on a lever.

The cannon swung wide, the barrel firing a blast of lightning at the same moment. With a boom the bolt of crackling blue hit one of the castle’s towers, ripping a chunk out of the side.

“Eeeeeek,” the gremlins breathed, watching in awe as masonry crumbled into the ravine that bordered the castle. Several applauded.

Maxim glared at the gunner, who shrank into his robes sheepishly. “Eek ek eek.”

Sighing, massaging his forehead, Maxim shook his head and handed the spyglass back to Bitsy. “Moira? Prepare the tethering tower, if you would. Inform the gremlins that the airship is not to be harmed and its passengers are to be treated with the utmost respect.”

“Do you know them, master?” the maid asked.

“I do,” Maxim said with a conflicted look up at the airship. “It’s my sisters.”


Ch. 2 Family Dynamics

As he watched the small airship dock with the tower, reeled in by the castle’s mooring lines projecting from what looked like snarling dragon’s heads, Maxim tried to figure out just what he was feeling from this unexpected development. Relief, to be sure, for he was always worried about his sisters as they went gallivanting about the world, fighting evil, discovering new lands, science, and species. But so too was there concern and, perhaps, a strong salting of shame.

He knew it was foolish, but he felt intensely awkward that they had come to him in Grimmwald. Though he was proud of what he’d accomplished since taking up residence in the castle, he also felt a bit embarrassed. Felt that he should have been able to deal with his younger brother’s efforts to banish him instead of coming out into the boonies to take up the family ruin.

Which was absurd as well, and he knew it. When his brother had seized control of the family, disowned him, exiled him, and sent thugs to execute him, Maxim’s options had been rather limited. And yet, he felt his jaw and his grip on his cane tighten as the airship’s boarding ramp slammed down, and two familiar figures trotted off it and across the metal bridge.

Maxim found a smile somewhere and put it on as he stepped forward. “Minua!” he cried, throwing open his arms. “Posiva! Welcome!”

Minua Volt paused, luggage hoisted in her arms. She wore tight leggings and a double-breasted black jacket, giving her a grim, military look. This wasn’t helped by her lidded eyes and pale pallor. Her hair hung in two braids, and around her neck was a choker with a skull on it. A sword hung at her waist and swung with her stride, carried with an easy grace that told of comfort wearing it. Pistols were strapped across her full chest, and she walked as if a black cloud were forever hanging over her.

In contrast, sunshine itself floated in beside her in the form of Posiva. Absolutely glowing with smiles, Posiva was dressed in a flowing blue gown puffed with lace. A wide brimmed hat sat cocked on her blonde hair while ankh earrings hung from her ears, and the only thing incongruous in this image of a proper young lady was possibly the rather large repeater rifle slung over her back for easy deployment.

“Maxim!” Posiva cried, bounding forward and dragging a bemused Minua with her. The two sisters grabbed their brother in an embrace, squeezing him and were squeezed in turn.

“It is good to see you, brother,” Minua said.

“And you,” Maxim said warmly, for a moment almost overcome with emotion. He hadn’t fully realized how much he’d missed his younger sisters until that moment, though part of it had been because he’d feared he’d never see them again. He broke the hug, stepping back and admiring them. “You look wonderful. Did Egypt agree with you?”

“Not really,” Minua said shortly. “It was hot and miserable up and down the Nile. Not to mention infested with undead.”

“Ah. Well, did you enjoy the trip here?”

“It was long and tiresome,” she said. “And filled with disruptions.” She glanced back. “Bring it in!”

Maxim peered past her as crew from the airship trotted down the gangplank, many carrying trunks and chests. His eyebrows rose. “That’s… quite a bit of luggage,” he said.

“Oh, it’s not all ours,” Posiva chimed happily. “We met some very rude pirates on the way here who tried to board us! Nasty men. They made some very uncomplimentary comments about dear Minua, so naturally we killed them all! And we couldn’t very well let their treasure go to waste.”

“That’d be a shame,” Minua said with a dark smile. She gestured for one of the sailors to stop and lifted the lid, the sudden flash of gold almost blinding Maxim.

“That’s…” he said.

“For you,” Posiva chirped. “We were thinking of giving it to the War Widows foundation, but then we realized how hard up you must be.”

“Not that hard up,” Maxim said defensively. He waved his hand. “I do have a castle.”

“Yes. How… nice,” Posiva said with a glance about the web-coated chamber. “It’s very… evocative!”

“Of a ruin,” Minua said flatly.

“I am still fixing it up,” Maxim muttered.

“No need for that, brother,” Posiva said, clapping her hand against his back. “You don’t need to! You can come right back to England with us.”

“What?” Maxim said blankly.

“What?” Bitsy added.

“Is there an echo in here?” Posiva asked, cupping her ear.

Maxim held out an arm. “H-hold on, Posiva. I don’t think I heard you right…”

“Posiva can be a bit unintelligible, but in this case, she was accurate,” Minua said brusquely. “You can come home. When we heard about what had happened back in England, we sent a message to mother at once.”

“Oh?” Maxim said dubiously. He hadn’t much confidence in that. He did love his mother, but she was fretful and a bit flighty at the best of times, having frequent bouts of hysterics and fainting fits.

“Yes. And she told grandmother,” Posiva said happily.

Maxim winced. Ah. Now that was an entirely different story. If the matriarch of the family had gotten involved, then things would be moving very quickly indeed. Though his grandmother was older, she’d aged like her hickory cane, in that she was wrinkly but also harder than stone. She also rarely used said cane for walking. Though they called Maxim a tyrant, he had nothing on Grandmama Volt.

“So, grandmama knows, does she?” he said guardedly.

“She does!” Posiva chimed happily. “And apparently she was not happy.”

“She wasn’t?” Maxim said in surprise.

“Nope! Not at all. Apparently, Jules went entirely behind her back. Conspired the whole thing while she was on vacation. When she found out, she caught the first airship home to sort things out. We got the telegram just before we headed off from Egypt.”

“We did,” Minua confirmed with a cold smile. “I’m surprised the wires didn’t catch fire with the amount of cursing in there. Apparently, dear Jules is out as head, and Grandmama has taken control of the family again. And naturally, the paperwork is being drawn up to welcome you back into the family.”

Maxim reeled like he’d taken ten rounds with a pugilist using Queensberry rules. “I… are you sure?” he asked dully.

“Of course!” Posiva said brightly. “You can leave this ghastly castle whenever you want and never return!”

“Ghastly?” Moira said softly, her yellow eyes narrowing.

Minua turned to face the maid, looking her up and down with a scowl. “Oh?” she said, hands on her hips, glaring up at the other woman. “And you are?”

“Greetings,” Moira said, dipping into a curtsy. “I am Moira, the head maid of the castle.”

“Is that right?” Minua said, her lips pursing suspiciously.

“And I’m Bitsy!” Bitsy put in, quickly stepping forward and grabbing Posiva’s hand, shaking it enthusiastically. “And it’s just wonderful to meet you! Maxim has talked all about you two.”

“Oh!” Posiva cried in delight. “You’re the one brother always wrote home about!”

“Oooh, what’d he say?” Bitsy asked eagerly.

“He talked about what a delightfully diverting young woman you are,” Posiva gushed.

“Did he? Oh Sparky! You flatterer you,” Bitsy giggled, giving Maxim a knowing look and elbowing him in the side. “And did he talk about what we were up to in university? Like how our research into electrical conductivity had him clamp those electrodes onto my-”

“A-anyway, ladies,” Maxim quickly said, stepping between them. “This is… quite the shock! I wish you’d sent word, but I’m sure you must be exhausted from the flight. Would you like to be shown your rooms? Or maybe a bath?”

“Well,” Posiva giggled, rolling her shoulder. “My arm does ache after beheading those pirates. A bath sounds like just the ticket. Eh, Minua?”

Minua hummed, but turned away from Moira. “I suppose so.”

“Wonderful,” Maxim said, fairly sagging in relief. “Moira? Would you mind showing them to some rooms? And the baths, of course. Then, see that dinner be prepared post haste. I’m sure we’re all quite hungry.”

“Of course, master,” Moira said, dipping in a curtsy. “I would be delighted. My ladies? If you would follow me…”

The pair did so, a snap of Minua’s fingers prompting several of the sailors to hurry after them with various pieces of luggage.

As they departed, Maxim sagged where he stood, letting out a breath of relief.

“Well,” Bitsy observed slyly. “Isn’t this a fun surprise, hm?”

“Yes,” Maxim replied. “Quite.”

“Mmm. So,” she said, shooting him a sideways glance. “What are you thinking?”

“Thinking?”

“About going home. The offer seems to be on the table.”

It was, wasn’t it?

Yet, even as he acknowledged that, Maxim wasn’t sure what to do with it. He could go home again. But he’d also built a life here in Grimmwald. Violently.

Very violently.

In fact, the amount of violence that had been used to secure his domain had been a bit of a shock now that he thought back on it. And now he could leave it all behind. Return home. To a place of peace and quiet, where random mad geniuses didn’t try and kill you using weaponized orchestras. It was simply too much to acknowledge all at once.

“I… I don’t know,” Maxim said.

Bitsy smiled sympathetically and patted him on the back.

And above him, the lights flickered and buzzed…


Ch. 3 Dining In

Back in England, dinner with the family had always been something Maxim enjoyed. It was a delightful little ritual they could all partake in after a game of polo, skeet shooting, or gossiping about which of their neighbours was keeping their insane wife in the attic. A way to unwind after the stresses of the day.

Of course, that was then.

And this was Grimmwald.

“The house is still the same, mostly,” Posiva chattered to him. “You’ll love it, Maxim. Jules did sell off everything in your labs, but we’re working on buying it back, don’t you worry. Fortunately, the gardens are fine. Apparently, Jules tried to get someone to assess the place, but they got lost in the maze and no one’s found the body yet.”

“Pity that,” Maxim said awkwardly.

“Not really. Kept things intact at least. Honestly, when we got the letter from one of the maids, we were appalled!” Posiva cried. “Just shocked! I mean, we all knew Jules was a bit of a twit, but I can’t say we ever imagined he’d go this far. Even with father ill! I told mother it was a mistake to leave Jules in charge, but she insisted that father said to give him a chance, so we did. And look at the mess that resulted! Huh! And those lawyers and the relatives who’d backed him. Just appalling! Why, it was all we could do to keep grandmamma from stripping them naked, painting them blue, and hunting them with the game keepers. She said that’s how they treated traitors in the old country.”

“I believe it,” Maxim said soberly, now a resident of said old country and with more firsthand experience than he’d like to have of such behaviours.

“In the end, mother managed to talk her out of it,” Minua said with a wry smirk. “But only just.”

“So true!” Posiva cried. “Mother kept asking ‘whatever would the neighbours think,’ and grandmama said… oh, Minua, what did she say?”

“I think it was something along the lines of, ‘if they don’t like it, then they can get in line. There’s plenty more paint.’”

“That’s it! Dear old grandmama,” Posiva giggled.

Indeed, Maxim thought, though was hardly surprised. Especially after coming to Grimmwald himself. He’d once wondered how his grandmother had become such a terror. Frankly, he now suspected she’d mellowed out.

“So, what did you do with the relatives who betrayed Sparky?” Bitsy asked animatedly.

“Oh, them,” Posiva said with an irreverent gesture. “We disowned the worst ones and cut them off from the family. The rest were quick to come crawling to us and turned on Jules like the twofaced curs they are like that!” She snapped her fingers.

“We let them stay,” Minua said with a thin smile. “Especially once they started turning over evidence of what else Jules had been up to. The idiot had been spending like an airshipman on shore leave in Calcutta. Frankly, the finances were a mess.”

“Too true,” Posiva sighed, resting her cheek in her hand. “It’ll be tough getting everything in order. It’s amazing how much damage one idiot in charge can do.”

“Where is Jules now, then?” Maxim asked.

His sisters exchanged grim looks.

“He ran, of course,” Minua said.

“Coward!” Posiva huffed, pouting. “Frankly, I’m surprised he managed it. Once grandmama arrived, she locked the entire place down. I don’t know how he slipped past the electric moat, let alone eluded the Iron Maidens and Diamond Dogs. Grandmama was very irate. We lost him in London. Seems he’d had enough funds hidden away that he was able to book a ship, but we’re still not sure how or who helped him.”

“Jules always was a slippery one,” Minua said with a scowl, then shrugged. “But you shouldn’t worry too much, Maxim. There isn’t a family in the Empire who’d be stupid enough to back Jules now. Not after the row grandmama and we made. The Volts are not an enemy that anyone should take lightly. Even one of our own.”

“Especially one of our own,” Posiva said.

Maxim was both flattered and surprised at the force of his family’s reaction after his ousting. When it had happened, he’d always somewhat assumed Jules had their implicit backing. So he was both gratified and truly touched that they had so vehemently disapproved of him being cast out.

That being said, he wasn’t so sure about one thing.

“Don’t count Jules out so easily,” Maxim said darkly. “He may be a bastard, but he’s still a Volt. And we’re not a family that gives up easily. Besides, there’s one thing you both are forgetting.”

“Which is?” Minua asked.

“He’s not in England anymore.”

Minua and Posiva frowned, then shared a look, communicating silently with one another. “You think he’ll be looking to cause problems?” Posiva asked, turning back to him.

“I guarantee it,” Maxim said. “I can’t see him stopping now. Regardless, I’ll put my seneschal on seeing if she can find out anything about where he is. She’s good at that sort of thing.”

“Yes,” Minua said with a close look at him. “I heard rumours you were very close with a number of your servants. Who are the rest?”

“Yes!” Posiva cried, clapping her hands. “I’d be delighted to meet them. I imagine they’re just as interesting as Bitsy.”

Bitsy snickered and gave Maxim a knowing look. “You two are just gonna love them,” she said, grinning. “Especially Katarina!”

“Who?” the sisters asked in unison.

“A um, very respectable young woman,” Maxim quickly put in. “Very-”

The doors banged against the walls, kicked open as Katarina bounded into the room in a streak of silver. Her pale hair and tail billowed behind her, her toned figure clad in tight black leathers, straps, and buckles, while her red eyes gleamed from a strikingly beautiful and gleefully violent face. Wolf ears twitched atop the werewolf’s head as she looked around eagerly.

“I smell newcomers! We torturing? I get rip arms off!”

Maxim hid a groan in his hand as both Minua and Posiva sat up sharply, their eyes darting to Katarina’s ears and long tail.

“A werewolf!”  they cried in unison.

Katarina blinked, then looked to Maxim. “Mate fucking these women too?”

“No!” Maxim cried. “No! No no no. These are my sisters!”

“And just who is this?” Minua asked pointedly.

Katarina’s ears flattened at the other woman’s tone. “I Katarina Wyld,” she growled. “Maxim’s mate.”

Both his sisters looked at him.

Maxim sighed and rose. “Minua,” he said. “Posiva. This is indeed Katarina Wyld. She is the leader of the local werewolf pack and my… lover.”

Minua and Posiva looked at each other in momentary dumbfoundedness. “This?” Minua said, gesturing at the werewolf.

“Really?” Posiva asked.

“And what wrong with that?” Katarina demanded, folding her arms and giving the pair a hard glare. “You not like werewolves? You have a problem with best girl?”

“Oh no. No no no, that’s not it at all,” Posiva assured the werewolf. “I know a number of them back home, and in fact quite a few serve with distinction in our proud armed forces. I was just… surprised! I didn’t think Maxim would get on well with a more ah… feral sort.”

“Well, I do,” Maxim assured them. “And Katarina has been a great ally to me here in Grimmwald.”

“And in bed,” Bitsy put in gleefully. “You should hear him when he has her under him. She’s just begging to get a taste of his big bone, if you know what I mean.”

“Your subtle clues may give them a hint,” Maxim said drily, glaring at his assistant, who just stuck her tongue out impishly.

“Yes!” Katarina declared proudly, hands on her hips as she beamed. “Me and Maxim mate lots! He excellent mate. Always eager to rut!”

Minua frowned but Posiva looked intrigued. Maxim sighed. Could dinner get any more complicated?

It was then a shadow fell across the table. Maxim looked up, just in time for a large window to shatter with a crash of glass.

In an instant Maxim had snatched up his cane and had it buzzing with electricity. Both Minua and Posiva had also spun about, both drawing pistols and aiming at the massive winged ape that slammed onto the dining table with a crash. The creature heaved itself upright, and as it did, Maxim saw it was wearing a top hat and a waistcoat.

Oh dear. He had a feeling he knew who sent it…

“Oook!” the ape bellowed, thudding a fist against its chest. “Ook! Got… message! Message for Maxim Volt!”

“Don’t shoot!” Maxim shouted, sweeping an arm at his sisters and Katarina, who paused and gave him a curious look. “Nobody shoot!”

“Oook! Message! Have message!” the ape declared, thick fingers reaching into its jacket and fishing around. “Message for Maxim! Ook!”

Its face brightened and its hairy hand emerged with an embossed envelope. With great care it leaned in and passed it to Maxim.

He took it, skeptical in the extreme. Stealing a wary glance at the winged chimera, he opened the letter and read, his shoulders sagging and a sigh of exasperation escaping him.

“What is it?” Posiva asked, her gun never straying from the monster hulking atop the table.

“It appears to be a letter from my fiancée,” Maxim wearily reported as he read through it. “I’ve been invited to meet with her for dinner at one of the restaurants in Burdenga.”

“She sent a flying ape to deliver that?” Minua asked incredulously.

“How… romantic,” Posiva said uncertainly, warily lowering her pistol.

“You could say that,” Maxim muttered as he folded the letter back up. “Pretty par the course for her, really. We have an… unconventional relationship.”

Minua and Posiva exchanged yet another look. For his part, Maxim cleared his throat and passed the letter back to the gorilla. “Please inform Lady Aris that I’d be delighted to meet with her for dinner. I look forward to it, and any… conversation which ensues.”

“Ook,” the ape said, grinning its alarmingly large teeth as it lifted its hat in acknowledgment, revealing the glass dome and the throbbing brain beneath. One of Maxim’s eyebrows instantly flicked up with curiosity, but before he could investigate further the hulking chimera turned and, with a beat of its massive wings, threw itself out the window and into the air to fly away.

“Your… fiancée often gets in contact with you using massive monsters?” Minua asked.

“Actually yes,” Maxim replied, not even trying to hide the exasperation in his voice. “She’s something… special. Duke Aris’s daughter, in fact.”

“Aris?” Minua asked sharply. “You mean that girl that killed her last few fiancées?”

“Oh yes!” Posiva declared brightly. “I remember her! She was at that royal ball held by the queen. You remember? The one that had that cute officer with the mustache and scar who kept flirting with you, Minua?”

“Ah,” the stern girl said with a slow nod. “Right. I remember now. Cagey girl. She didn’t dance with anyone. She kept turning them away.”

“Did she?” Maxim asked as he sat back down in his chair, interested, but hardly surprised. Every experience he’d so far had with Beatrix Aris had shown a woman who was not easy to impress, and far from shy in expressing it. Often sharply.

Which wasn’t to say Maxim didn’t agree. And he had to say that he did have an appreciation for her dilemma of suitors, considering her rank and intelligence. Marriage was a fraught thing for a young lady to deal with. Societal expectations. Desires. Explosives. He could hardly blame Beatrix for being suspicious of anyone courting her. Of course, that didn’t mean he’d been thrilled to experience her displeasure first hand. Maxim considered himself a patient man, but dealing with heavily armed bears in waistcoats put him a bit out.

“She did,” Posiva said, nodding. “Such a shame. There were some very handsome and established young men there. Naturally, none could compare to my fiancée.”

“YOUR WHAT!”

Maxim didn’t even realize he’d been the one who shouted until the echoes died among the rafters. He also discovered he was standing once more; hands slammed down on the table (and, incidentally, in the mashed potatoes).

Minua sighed and rolled her eyes. “I told you he wouldn’t take it well.”

“Oh, come now, Maxim,” Posiva said with exasperation. “Pleeeease don’t overreact.”

“Me? Never. I would never,” Maxim growled as he wiped the pulped potato off his hand.

“Really?” Minua asked. “Because you have a look in your eye like a feral wolf.”

“You do!” Katarina exclaimed eagerly, her canine tail wagging with excitement. “You look like want to rip out throat of enemy!”

“Not at all,” Maxim said as he forced himself to sit down. “I’d never rip out a man’s throat with my own teeth. Gouge out his eyes that dared look on my sister with avarice and lust. Gut him and force him to wear his own entrails like a necklace. I would never do that…”

“No one mentioned gouging out eyes or entrails,” Minua noted.

“No? No. Of course not. And I certainly wouldn’t,” Maxim said, smiling tightly.

And he wouldn’t, of course, Maxim mentally noted as his grip tightened on his fork. Not when there were far more fitting punishments for someone who dared look at his sister with carnal desire. Like ripping out the bastard’s brain and sticking it in a dog’s body. Then unleashing an army of genetically modified giant ferrets to hunt him down, drag him to the ground, and rip him to pieces!

“You still have that red look in your eye,” Posiva said. “But not to worry, brother dear. You’ll simply love Sullivan! We met on the Nile, while the nefarious Pharoah Settrak’s legions were attempting to activate the Eternal Pyramid and unleash another ten plagues upon mankind. Ah,” Posiva swooned. “Sullivan was so dashing as he unloaded those Salamander rounds into those mummies. By the lights of their burning bandages and flailing undead, I knew with utter certainty that this was the man for me. Ah!” she exclaimed, clasping her hand to her chest with delight. “And it was an absolute whirlwind of a courtship after that. Dances under the stars. Dinner by the lights of Cairo. Beheading the reanimated Tutankhamun after those fools at the national museum broke the cursed seal on his tomb. Oh!” she sighed, eyes shining dreamily. “Such wonderful days!”

“How lovely,” Maxim said as he viciously cut into his steak. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

“You won’t have to wait long,” Minua said mildly. “He’s coming here.”

His knife pausing, Maxim’s head slowly turned towards his sister. “Is he now?” he said. “How… interesting.”

“Oh yes,” Posiva giggled. “He just couldn’t keep away from me, as he said. Unfortunately, he still needed to retrieve the Rosetta Stone before Baron Ruben used it to uncover the true burial place of the Ark of the Covenant. But he should be along in just a few days. And I can’t wait for you to meet him, Maxim! You’re just going to love him. I know it!”

“I’m sure strong feelings will be had,” Maxim said as he toyed with the prongs of his fork. “Yes. Very strong feelings indeed…”


Ch. 4 Sisterly Talk

“Do you really think Maxim’s happy to see us?”

Posiva paused in the midst of pulling her tea time petticoat out of her suitcase and glanced back. “Hm? Why wouldn’t he be?”

From the other side of the bedroom Minua sighed, gazing out the window at the overcast skies and the simmering clouds which rumbled over the mountains. “Come now, sister. Surely you saw how hesitant he was. I’m not so sure he was pleased to see us. Or learn of our reasons for being here.”

Posiva laughed gaily. “How could he not?” she asked, finishing putting away more of her clothes in the closet. There was plenty of space now that Moira cleaned the skeletons out of it. “He loves us! And no doubt he was just surprised at the news. I mean, can you imagine? Being locked up here, all alone in this drab place? I doubt you can even find a decent cup of tea around here. And did you see all the gremlins around here? Ugh!”

“True,” Minua demurred.

“Not to mention how dull it must be,” Posiva continued energetically. “It’s so… provincial! I mean, how much do you think can happen out here? There’s no neighbours to entertain. No balls to attend. I tell you, sister. Maxim will be glad to see the back of this place!”

Minua wasn’t so sure. There was something about Grimmwald that made her feel… uneasy. No. Uneasy wasn’t quite the right word. But it definitely made her feel something beyond just amazement that the whole place hadn’t fallen into the ravine. The way its ragged mass heaved out of the mountains. The storm that hadn’t abated since they arrived. The copious and, dare she say, perhaps unnecessary number of portraits whose eyes seemed to follow you. Even the room they’d been given felt a little too grim. The paneled walls decorated with carved skulls. The postered beds that had a suspiciously coffin-like shape to them. The fact she suspected one of the rugs hid a trapdoor to an oubliette. There was just something about the castle.

Something strange…

“It’s an odd place,” Minua eventually said. “You know?” she continued, a wane smile rising to her lips. “It kind of reminds me of Baron Tiktoffer’s old castle up near the Black Forest. Remember?”

“Oh of course!” Posiva giggled. “You’re so right! All those gears and towers and gothic minarets. What a simply ghastly man! Remember how he tried to kidnap us and demanded we marry him? Ugh! What a bore.”

“His dinner was an absolute misery,” Minua said, smiling warmly at the memory. “Remember those ugly burgundy dresses he had us wear? I looked like a stuffed turkey!”

Posiva groaned, rolling her eyes. “The man had the fashion sense of a Prussian junker! It was a favour to all womankind to burn his place down.”

“Too true,” Minua said, nodding along. “Though that fight in the ballroom was enjoyable.”

“When you battled his clockwork fencing machine?” Posiva cried, clapping her hands in glee. “Oh! I couldn’t believe you tore your dress like that and fought it while showing so much ankle! You may as well have been naked!”

“Well,” Minua laughed, tilting up her chin, “though a gown is a delight, when battling a cog so skilled with a blade, one needs every advantage they can get.”

“So true. And you did marvellously, sister,” Posiva giggled. “Ah!” she exclaimed as she shut her trunk, latching it shut with a click. “It will be so wonderful to bring Maxim back home, sister. Not to mention introduce Sullivan to mother. She’ll just love him!”

Minua’s smile faded. “Yes,” she said, forcibly injecting some joviality back into her voice. “I’m sure she will. He’s a quite… charming man.”

“Isn’t he?” Posiva gushed, drumming her feet on the floor with glee. “Ohhh! I can’t wait! The whole family being together again will be so marvelous, Minua! We’ll throw a ball and invite everyone and oh! It’ll be such fun! Not at all like this place. Ugh!” Posiva said with a disgusted look about the somber chamber. “This place is so gloomy. And so… tacky. I mean look at this lamp. I think its base is an actual skull. Ow!”

“What’s wrong?” Minua asked.

Posiva shook her hand, glaring at the lamp angrily. “This stupid thing shocked me,” she said, huffing. “Shoddy workmanship, that’s what it is. And so drab! Honestly, Maxim will be glad to be rid of this place.”

Though she wasn’t sure if Maxim would be quite so delighted, Minua had to admit that she’d be glad to leave Grimmwald as well. The whole place just reeked of despair. And blood. And possibly other fluids that were less common unless someone was really into seances. There was a sense of foreboding about the place. Like a weight that was always subtly pressing down on you.

In fact, it reminded Minua a bit of the pyramids in Egypt. Especially the ones whose crypt kings had taken umbrage at archaeologists ‘recovering’ their relics. There was something… ancient about Grimmwald. The whole castle felt old. Older than even the pyramids in fact. Which was absurd, of course. But there was that feeling of vast gulfs of blackest history about the place. Of edifices that had witnessed bloody eras uncounted and still stood, watching.

Waiting.

Minua was not a woman given to fancy. As the youngest sister, that was Posiva’s department. Minua considered herself the more settled of the pair. More like her older brother, Maxim. What some might call pessimistic but she considered realistic. Yet she felt a shiver as she stood in the black room of the castle.

Maybe Posiva had a point about that feeling with the castle. She’d always been more in tune with such things. Which was probably why Sullivan had been so attracted to her.

Minua knew she was beautiful. Strange men living under opera houses wouldn’t try to kidnap her so often if she wasn’t. But she was willing to admit her somewhat blunt personality made her a bit of a challenge to woo. Not like Posiva. The other girl was like the sun, and much like the sun, others orbited around her (unless one believed Dr. Dockin’s theory that the solar system was not bound by gravity, but was in fact a mass of balls sent spinning on huge metal poles by some otherworldly being made of Italian pasta. Not exactly a popular theory, but stranger ones had been proven right. Who’d have believed that infections were caused by tiny demons that lived in filth?)

On a certain level, Minua was jealous of her sister’s charisma. Not the sunny disposition, as Minua considered anyone too happy to be suspect at best, and possibly religious at worst. But the ability to draw others so easily. To slot in with them and engage, make friends, and become desired as company was a skill she’d never quite mastered. The two of them had always been opposites in many ways. That being said, she considered her cynicism necessary. One needed to be the voice of reason amid the madness of crowds. And their family surely had madness in spades, and possibly every other suit too.

“Well,” Minua said as she finished putting her clothes away, “either way, it’s good to see him again. Not that I had any doubt. Our dear brother is a survivor.”

“So true!” Posiva giggled. “And I can’t wait until he meets Sullivan. They’re going to get along just famously! I can already see it now.”

“It should be interesting, that’s for sure,” Minua said with the ghost of a smile. She had a feeling that Maxim’s objections weren’t going to vanish just like that. But delaying the inevitable wouldn’t help things either.

Speaking of…

“What do you think of Maxim getting married?” Minua asked.

Posiva hummed as she settled on the side of her bed, beginning to comb her blonde hair for the night. “Well,” she said. “I’m sure she’s a lovely girl, and will love Maxim’s company. And he seems quite taken with her.”

“You think so?”

“I do! He needs a woman with a bit of spice in her. Liven him up a little. To be sure, Bitsy is fun, but he needs someone more ladylike as well. Someone with a bit more class for when entertaining guests. Personally, I think they’ll do well together.”

Minua wasn’t so sure. She didn’t know Beatrix Aris that well, but when a woman loses several suitors to tragic ‘accidents’ that involve giant monsters, one starts to wonder. Like a repeat widow who tended to purchase arsenic in bulk. Sure, she might just have a very bad rat problem, but it was the sort of thing that drew talk.

“You think he can handle a girl like that?” Minua asked.

“Of course,” Posiva said happily. “Love conquers all, you know. And she’ll be a delight at home! I bet grandmama will simply adore her!”

Actually, Minua suspected that was true. Grandmama had always been a peculiar woman. How grandfather had landed her Minua never knew, but wagered it had required a very strong hook and lots of rope.

Still, Minua had her doubts it would be so easy to get Maxim to come back home. She frowned, her stomach clenching with unease. It would be good to bring Maxim back. Perhaps, when all this business with Jules was settled, she could convince him to go on a few expeditions with her. She’d love to investigate the Forbidden City at last. Or maybe even manage to finally penetrate past Japan’s clockwork Samurai golems and visit the interior. The far east had so many wonders to explore.

And it would be good to have someone to go with…

Minua felt the familiar despondency begin to settle on her and sighed, getting under the blankets and making herself comfortable. “Goodnight, Posiva,” Minua said softly.

“Goodnight, Minua,” Posiva said happily as she nestled in her bed.

Leaning over, Minua flicked the lamp off.

And felt a crackle of a shock.

“Ow!”


Ch. 5 Flicker

If there was one thing Maxim knew was good for avoiding a problem, it was work, and Grimmwald surely had plenty of that.

Unfortunately, though predictably, it wasn’t going to be that easy.

“So,” Bitsy said, watching Maxim unscrew a bulb from one of the corridor’s lamps. “Going home, huh? What do you think about that?”

Maxim grimaced as he plugged the volt meter into the socket. “It’s… something to think about, to be sure,” he replied, reaching back. “Wrench.”

“Are you tempted, Sparky?” she asked, handing him the tool.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t,” he admitted as he ratcheted the meter into place.

“Not surprised,” Bitsy observed mildly. “I mean, the castle was always plan B, right? Or, more like Z.”

“It wasn’t my first choice at the time, I’ll admit,” Maxim grunted as he handed back the wrench. “Insulator.”

“But now?” Bitsy prompted as she passed along the component.

“Now?” Maxim mused as he attached the rubbery material and fixed it firmly. “Now, well, I am master of Grimmwald. I’ve rung the bell. Killed the local robber baron, and oppressed the populace for a while. I’ve even got a murderous fiancée. I’ve built a life here.”

“Primarily by ending other people’s,” Bitsy pointed out gleefully.

Maxim shot her a glare, which Bitsy let wash over her with a flutter of pretty lashes. Maxim huffed. “Yes, well,” he said, turning on the volt meter with a soft hum. “That’s just the way it is in politics. Sometimes, your enemies have tragic accidents.”

“Like crossing you?” Bitsy asked.

“As I said,” Maxim observed forcefully as he sealed the meter’s back with a clank. “Tragic accidents.”

She snorted and wrapped her arms around his chest, her breasts squishing against his back as she lovingly nuzzled his neck. “Mmm. I think you might be getting a handle on this ‘evil tyrant’ thing, Sparky.”

Maxim coughed, flushing a bit as he studiously adjusted the dials of the meter. “Well… as they say, when in Rome, do as the Romans do.”

“Seize despotic power from a dithering senate, slaughter your enemies, and conquer your neighbours in increasingly sadistic wars of aggression?”

“I was going to say enjoy the wine and mineral baths, but I suppose one could do both. Aha!”

“What?” Bitsy asked as she peeked his shoulder.  “Think you found the problem?”

“I think so,” Maxim said as he tapped the dial. “There seems to be some sort of power fluctuation from somewhere deeper in the castle. Perhaps a faulty transformer or some wiring has been crossed. Either way, we’re getting a heavy power draw.”

“Heavier than when you shot Chrome out of the sky?”

“Not quite that bad, but close,” Maxim said, frowning deeper as he hooked in several remote modules. “Let’s see… Ah. That should do it.”

He disconnected the cable from the meter and swung the device along the wires crawling across the walls, his eyes watching the dial jump and twitch. “Here we go. Now, let’s see where that draw is coming from…”

Maxim started off, Bitsy trotting after. Like he was following a dowsing rod of copper and machinery he held the device towards the cabling which threaded through the castle like black veins. It was slow going, as Maxim watched the buttons on his meter blink and flicker as they read the ambient charge leaking from the wires. He barely noticed the stairs as he went down them, nor passages he had to divert through. Several times he had to take a circuitous route to find certain wires again after they plunged into a hole in the wall, only to emerge far from where they should have.

And yet he always did.

Maxim didn’t question this, his mind too focused on the problem he faced. Even as they went deeper into the castle, to parts where daylight never reached. Down deeper. Deeper. Into the guts of Grimmwald, in an almost literal sense. They were among the wine cellars and dungeons now. Wires crawled around them like the tendrils of some slumbering octopus, soon growing in number and twisting along the corridors like the muscles of some stygian throat.

At last, Maxim came to a halt, only because there was literally no other way forward.

He lowered the volt reader, glaring at the mass of rubble that cut off his path. “Now what fresh hell is this?” he growled.

“What?” Bitsy asked. “Looks like another cave in.”

“That it does,” Maxim confirmed. “But the power draw is past it, so something must be in there.”

“Is there another way through?” Bitsy asked.

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“I am.”

“How?”

Maxim opened his mouth, then closed it. How… did he know? He wasn’t sure, but what he was certain about was that there were no other ways down save the passage they’d been traveling along.

“I… don’t know,” he said at last. “I must have seen a map somewhere or something.”

“Really?” Bitsy asked dubiously.

“A-at any rate,” Maxim continued hastily, uncomfortable with the question. “We’ll need to clear the rubble to get at whatever is the cause of this. Perhaps some sort of mole machine?”

“Yeah. Or them.”

“Them?”

Bitsy jerked a thumb over her shoulder and Maxim turned around.

A sea of red eyes gleamed from the gremlins crowding the corridor behind them, watching him with eager anticipation. Maxim stared at them, then leaned in towards Bitsy, dropping his voice. “Where did they come from?” he whispered.

“They started following you as you wandered through the castle,” she replied, not even trying to hide her smile. “They looked really excited for whatever you were gonna work on.”

“Ah,” Maxim said, straightening and taking in the gremlins with another glance. Well, no sense wasting a perfectly good horde of homicidal henchmen. Maxim cleared his throat and raised his arm imperiously.

“Minions!” he bellowed, voice reverberating in the dark chamber. “Your master wishes to venture beyond this rubble. Clear it at once! Lest you invoke my displeasure and suffer my wrath!”

“Eeeek!” cheered the minions, hammers, picks, and other tools waving in the air. With downright manic excitement the creatures flowed past him like a wave of red, the little monsters attacking the rubble with a single-minded purpose that would be the envy of the most eager of genetically modified beavers.

Maxim stood back as rubble flew, teams of gremlins scurrying past with loads of stones and rock as they rapidly cleared the path.

“Oh Sparky,” Bitsy cooed, pressing against him, her hand stroking his chest wantonly, “I love it when you get all booming madboy.”

“You do,” he said with an amused glance her way.

“I just can’t help it when my mad, sexy master gets all commanding and powerful. Throws his weight around and threatens the minions,” she purred, lazily grinding herself against his leg, leaning up and nibbling on his ear. “It gets me so… hot and… bothered…”

Maxim rolled his eyes, though his arm did loop around her, his palm cupping her plump rear and giving a squeeze. “Yes, I think you’ve mentioned that too.”

“Have I mentioned how it makes me wish you’d just… bend me over… clip a collar and leash to my neck and just… haul on it as you take me like the randy bitch I am?”

“Ah,” Maxim said, his breath growing hot despite himself as he looked down into the molten eyes of his assistant. “I… believe you did talk about that too…”

“And meant it,” Bitsy cooed, lips nearing his. “With… conviction…”

Maxim knew he shouldn’t indulge Bitsy so. It was like giving an untrained dog too much leash. Though, in this case, she probably would insist for it to be much tighter. For him to pull harder. And if he took her for a walk, he imagined there might be a bit more shock. Though, knowing Bitsy, she’d delight in that too.

But Maxim also knew that it would take a hell of a man to resist indulging Bitsy Malevola a little. And he was assuredly not that strong. Meaning he didn’t hesitate to lean down and capture her lips with his own.

Bitsy moaned, quivering like his kiss sent a shock through her from her head to her toes. Her hands clutched his coat, her grinding becoming even more pronounced, fairly humping him as he held her. Maxim growled, his hand tightening on Bitsy’s rump, causing her to squeak and moan in excitement. Wriggling against him and getting more adventurous with her touch.

Almost reluctantly, Maxim caught her hand and pulled it away from his crotch. “Not here,” he hissed between kisses.

“Pleeeease, Sparky,” Bitsy moaned, her eyes hot with desire and lips parted with needy pants. “I need it. Let me get down on my knees and suck you off.”

“Hardly the time or place, Bitsy,” he reminded her.

“Don’t care. Want your cock.”

“Afraid I must insist,” he said, giving her rump a firm spank before returning his attention to the gremlins.

“Spaaaarky,” she whined, sagging off him, her hands clinging to his coat. “Don’t be mean…”

“Consider it denial,” he said as more and more of a gap in the tunnel was revealed. “To make you particularly eager tonight.”

Bitsy growled and nipped at his neck. “You better fucking put me in my place later, Sparky. Turn me into your personal cock sleeve.”

“Agreed,” Maxim said, his voice a bit husky. But not even the prospect of taking Bitsy with the sort of raw passion and degrading ecstasy of his darker fantasies could distract him for long. Not when the dark mouth of the tunnel was rapidly being revealed. As the last few stones were cleared away, Maxim moved forward, Bitsy poutingly following after.

As he stepped into the room beyond, there was a flicker and lamps lit up with a buzz. Their greenish, ill glow slowly illuminated a lab, one unlike any other Maxim had seen before. It was huge, filling the room with cobwebbed machinery and ancient dynamos. It all seemed to be built around a central device which dominated the center of the room. Rising on a pedestal of brass was a great glass sphere like a giant light bulb. Cables crawled from the floor and ceiling, plugging into it from seemingly everywhere.

And yet, much to Maxim’s surprise, the room was active. The lights flickered beneath the dust, and every machine hummed with power. Cathode rays glowed and dials flickered and shivered. Machinery hummed and whirred with subdued activity, like the grumblings of some sleepy monster of wires, steel, and in some cases, literal skulls, whose purposes were often uncertain, but all anyone knew was if you took them away nothing worked right.

“Wow,” Bitsy said as she took in the room with a slow pan of her head. “What is all this?”

“Appears to be some sort of lab,” Maxim said as he moved inside. There was a crunch and he looked down, grimacing at the sight of several mummified rat corpses. “One that’s been sealed off for quite a while.”

“Think so?” Bitsy said.

“So it appears anyway,” Maxim replied. A desk caught his eye and he made his way towards it. A book rested on it, and Maxim flipped it open to the first page. His eyebrows shot up when he saw the name.

“What is it?” Bitsy asked, coming up beside him.

“It’s… a journal,” Maxim breathed, lifting it up. “My great uncle Hieronymus Borscht’s!”

“Really? Oooh, anything saucy?” Bitsy asked.

“Bitsy, please! He was my uncle. And over sixty!”

“Now now, Sparky. Poor hips doesn’t mean someone doesn’t get the itch. I can only hope when you and I are that old you’ll still want to cop a feel.”

“Of course I would,” Maxim snorted as he began to flip through the pages. “At any rate, it appears to be in code,” he said, taking his eyes from the book and gazing about the room. “This must have been one of his labs. I wonder what he was working on…?”

“Apparently it was big enough to drain a bunch of the castle’s electricity,” Bitsy noted, brushing some dust from a console. “Figures your great uncle was still running up the bills long after he was dead.”

“Perhaps so,” Maxim agreed, continuing to flip through the journal, his eyebrows furrowing at the symbols written in it. The code was remarkably difficult to parse. Though Maxim didn’t consider himself a cryptologist, he’d worked with enough doctors that he’d become adept at deciphering their chicken scratch. Especially professor Ivor Poultrin, whose research into which had come first the chicken or the egg left him in the form of a hen. Which hadn’t been so bad, though an unfortunate accident among the kitchen staff had him be served to the dean at a luncheon. Apparently, he’d been most delicious, which hadn’t been a huge comfort to his bereaved family.

“You gonna translate it?” Bitsy asked him.

“I’d like to try,” Maxim said slowly. “Much of what my uncle had been working on remains a mystery to me. I’d like to know just what the man was about, seeing as I do own his castle now.”

“Personally, I think you should have torched his portrait along with everything else he ever worked on,” Bitsy said. “He didn’t deserve you picking up the pieces of lives he’d shattered.”

“Maybe not,” Maxim agreed as he began to move about the room, shutting off the machines with a dying whine. “But it is a mystery…”

“Oh, well, in that case,” Bitsy snorted.

He glanced back at her as he pulled a lever, killing the dynamos. “What?”

“Just that you sparks are always like this,” she said with a flippant gesture. “The second you’re shown something you don’t understand, you start tinkering with reality to figure it out. Nothing can ever be left alone.”

“Well, the key to scientific advancement is a natural curiosity,” Maxim said a bit defensively as he rejoined her, the room darkening behind them as they moved back up the tunnel. “Besides, I don’t remember you complaining when I wanted to learn more about your body and what makes you… tick.”

Bitsy giggled, wrapping her arm around his and pressing affectionately into his side. “True, Sparky. And speaking of those ‘study sessions’…”

Maxim chuckled as they made their way back to the staircase leading up. “Well, Bitsy, far be it for me to-”

“Master!”

“Christ!” Maxim gasped, jerking back as Moira seemed to manifest straight out of the darkness, her golden eyes burning like witch lights. “Moira? What? What is it?”

“There you are,” she said, her eyes flicking over him anxiously. “You didn’t go into the crypts did you?”

“The crypts? No. Of course not,” Maxim said. “We were following some power lines and uncovered a lab down here.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, giving Maxim a close look. “You’re not lying?”

“Of course not, Moira. Why would you think I went into the crypts?”

“I… No reason, I suppose, master,” she said pensively, peering past him and down the depths. “No reason at all…”

“Are you alright?” he asked, looking the maid up and down. “You look pale. I mean paler than usual.”

“Oh,” Moira said, drawing herself up, her expression flattening back into her normal stoic servility. “Of course, master. I am perfectly fine, and ready, as ever, to serve. Would you care for some tea?”

“Tea? Uh-”

“I will prepare some at once, master,” she said, bowing before stepping back into the shadows, vanishing as if they swallowed her up.

Maybe they had.

“...Huh,” Bitsy said from beside him. “The hell was that about?”

Maxim shook his head, equally baffled. “I have no idea,” he said.


Ch. 6 Eating Out

Maxim had attended awkward dinners before. He’d once spent an evening with Aunt Hammisham, who still wore a wedding dress and lived among the fossilized remains of the wedding banquet that never was when her betrothed ran out on her. The only saving grace was that it had been an open bar. But he had a dreadful feeling that dinner with Beatrix Aris might be even worse.

He arrived at the restaurant at the appointed time and was conducted to Beatrix’s table by a fawning maître d’. When he saw her Maxim had to admit, the heiress of House Aris was done up well. The last time he’d seen her she’d been in a lab coat smeared with blood and dirt, her hair a staticky mess from her lair having just blown up.

Now though she looked positively stunning. Dressed in a powder blue gown, her hair was done up with a pin sporting a spider made of gears, while her lovely face was pinked with an uncertain blush. Her eyes were quick and a nervous energy held her stiffly, yet there was a delicate loveliness to her that night, though Maxim knew only too well her small frame hid a brilliance and, it needed to be said, insanity that had nearly killed him.

Zava was attending to her mistress, the homunculus grinning her needle teeth. A patchwork creation in the form of a woman, including large feline ears and mismatched eyes. If Beatrix was a china doll, Zava was a well-mended and loved stuffy. Pretty in a strange way, but with a teasing temperament like Bitsy or a cat, only more sadistic.

“Beatrix Aris,” Maxim said as he took a seat. “A pleasure to see you again.”

“Is it?” she asked, glaring at him suspiciously.

“Of course,” Maxim replied diplomatically. Oh dear… Not a great start.

Beatrix nodded slowly and then picked up her menu, though the frequent and suspicious glances she kept shooting him was becoming a little tiresome.

“Did you enjoy your trip down here?” he asked.

“It was fine,” she replied tersely. “Father provided me with an airship, and I arranged for quarters once I arrived. Far more comfortable than my previous ones, of course.”

“Of course,” Maxim agreed, recalling that those quarters had been a ruined monastery in which she’d been crafting monsters to kill him. “I hope you’re comfortable, and if you need anything, please let my people know. They’ll arrange it.”

“I would expect nothing less,” Beatrix said archly.

Charming as ever, Maxim thought wryly as the waiter made an appearance and they ordered. When the waiter had departed Maxim found himself tensing, for Zava had an expression that he’d seen only on his aunt’s cats when they found something weak and defenceless to play with.

“Do you like my mistress’s dress tonight, my lord?” she asked.

“Her dress?” Maxim said blankly.

“Yes! She spent quite some time deciding on it, you know. Hours in front of the mirror, contemplating the fashions.”

“Oh,” Maxim said, looking back at her. “It does look quite good on you.”

“D-does it?” Beatrix said, brushing back her hair self-consciously. “It was just something I had hanging about.”

“I thought that was the one you special ordered from Paris,” Zava said with mock surprise. “Didn’t you threaten to kidnap the tailor’s whole family and burn his shop down unless he got it to you in a week? Something about needing it for a very important evening?”

“N-no!” Beatrix said quickly, her cheeks reddening. “That was… was for a different thing.”

“Really? What was it?” Zava asked.

“It… that… A-alright! “Beatrix declared hotly, half-rising and dramatically slamming her palms down on the table as she glared at Maxim. “Enough of this banter! It’s time we discussed us!”

“It is?” he said blankly.

“Yes! You and I. Now, my father is clearly banking on you marrying me.”

“But you hate me. I know,” Maxim sighed.

“R-right! Exactly. I absolutely do.”

“Vigorously, Lord Volt,” Zava put in. “In fact, the mistress hates you so much she put her skill at stitching hard to work and made a doll of you.”

“You did?” Maxim asked.

Beatrix’s eyes evaded his. “Er…”

“Oh yes,” Zava said, nodding sagely. “With great vigour and emotion. She even sleeps with it.”

“You sleep with a doll of me?” Maxim asked with a sideways look at Beatrix, who was now quite red.

“W-well, only to… to express my hatred!” she said. “My rage!”

“Very much so,” Zava put in helpfully. “Why, my dear lady squeezes it so hard while she’s sleeping that it’s like she’s trying to crush it!”

“Yes! Exactly,” Beatrix affirmed with a smug nod.

“Cuddling it with downright viciousness.”

“Uh, right.”

“Snuggling it as she moans in her dreams, saying things like, ‘Harder. Faster. Deeeeper.’”

“I ah… um… A-anyway!” Beatrix quickly said with an impatient gesture. “I wish to… to speak more about what our, ahem, relationship is going to entail.”

“Right, yes,” Maxim said. “You mentioned something about that.”

“Yes. Good!” Beatrix declared, seeming to master herself somewhat. Clearing her throat, she settled back down, folding her hands and giving him a look down her nose. “Naturally I am willing to… tolerate this engagement,” she said.

Maxim nearly choked on his wine. “S-sorry?” he gasped. “You are? But…”

“Well, I mean,” Beatrix said primly, looking aside with grave dignity. “If I were to, you know, break off this engagement, then my father would, naturally, seek out another man that I could wed. And since the last group of those have been, shall we say, low quality in the extreme, I don’t see why I should go looking for another when it’s clear that a reasonable alternative is right here.”

“But… you hate me,” Maxim said.

“Yes. Of course I do,” Beatrix replied irritably. “But since you’re the best option I have on the table, I suppose I may as well take you.”

Maxim stared at Beatrix. He glanced to Zava, whose amusement was plain. “Riiiight,” he said slowly, returning his gaze to the noble lady. “Well, one thing you should know is that I do have a… few lovers. Just so we’re clear.”

“I know,” she said dismissively. “I’ve heard about your carnal reputation. I don’t mind.”

Now that warranted a raised eyebrow. “You don’t?”

“Of course not,” she scoffed, folding her arms with a rustle of cloth. “Do you think I feel threatened by some other women my husband has sex with? After all,” she continued confidently, “I will be your legal wife. And such arrangements are hardly uncommon.”

“Does that mean you’ll be taking other lovers too?” Maxim asked.

“Wh-what!” Beatrix yelped, flushing anew and glaring at him. “How could you even think that? As if I would! I have no need of some stud to satisfy my sexual urges. I am a lady of Aris!”

“Right. Of course. Forget I asked,” Maxim said quickly.

“Good,” Beatrix said with a sniff. “Now, about the wedding.”

“Wedding?” Maxim said blankly. “So soon?”

Instantly Maxim knew that was the wrong thing to say. Beatrix paused in the midst of lifting up her wine glass. Zava glanced away, her lips drawing down in an expression of bemused avoidance.

“Do you not want to get married to me?” Beatrix asked, and even a Polar Czar would have found her tone frigid.

“Not at all,” Maxim said.

Beatrix’s grip tightened on her glass so much the glass cracked. “So you don’t want to get married?”

“I… I do want to get married,” Maxim assured her. “Really! I was just… surprised at how quickly you intended to move. Given… you know, how little we really know about each other.”

Beatrix stared at him from across the table, and Maxim’s eyes flicked from her face to the rather sharp cutlery within grabbing distance. He knew what every one of those fourteen forks and three spoons were for, but he had an uncomfortable feeling Beatrix could find at least one more way to use each of them. And he was feeling particularly nervous at the way her fingers hovered near the oyster spoon…

“A-after all,” Maxim continued. “I thought we were just beginning to get to know one another. And I would hate to rush into things and for you to feel like I was… denying you the opportunity to be sure that we are a good match.”

Zava was looking at him again and nodding encouragingly. After another long, pregnant pause Beatrix nodded. “Yes,” she said, moving her hand away from the cutlery, much to Maxim’s relief. “Yes. You’re right. Father does want this marriage to go through, of course. But as I’ve demonstrated, I’m not a girl who’s willing to be walked all over.”

“You did demonstrate that quite thoroughly” Maxim said. “Especially with that squid thing you were planning to send after me when I raided your lab. How did you get it to float like that anyway? Was it natural buoyancy?”

“Oh! That,” Beatrix scoffed, smiling smugly as she took a sip of wine. “It was nothing really. I simply gave it some helium glands.”

“Really? But wouldn’t its enhanced bioelectric systems ignite them? Ah! Unless of course you incorporated an insulator of some kind.”

“I did!” Beatrix said, putting down her wine glass, forgotten as she eagerly leaned forward. “It wasn’t easy though. But once I had the genetic material from the Australian Zipper Toad, it was simplicity in itself.”

“The Zipper Toad! Of course,” Maxim exclaimed, banging a fist on the table with triumph. “Nature’s spark plug! And you must have grown an entirely new part for it. A jellyfish would never be able to support amphibian organs. They reject them immediately. Believe me, I tried.”

“Did you?”

“Naturally. When I was twelve. It never quite worked out. They kept exploding. Which is why I went into more of an engineering field. My father insisted. The groundskeeper was starting to complain and the estate’s pond was getting dangerously depopulated.”

“I could never get the hang of the metal work,” Beatrix admitted. “Too much measuring and heavy lifting. Biology is a bit more of an art. Painting on the canvas of life.”

“Well you’ve certainly done well with it. Darwin himself would be envious, if he hadn’t gotten himself arrested trying to seize the Spanish Main with those giant finches. The ones with the multitool beaks.”

“Oh,” Beatrix said, squirming and blushing. “You’re just saying that.”

“Never,” Maxim said seriously. “I never lie about science.”

Beatrix’s face pinked further. “W-well, I would um, certainly be willing to discuss it with you. Since I ah, decided to take a residence in town for a bit while I sort things out, I suppose you could visit me. Business and all that. So I’d be, well, happy to call on you. And vice versa.”

“I’d be delighted,” Maxim said earnestly. “We could discover so much together. So many layers of natural laws we could violate. So many mysteries of science we might lay bare if we exchanged notes.”

“I do hear Grimmwald has very extensive labs.”

“I should say so,” Maxim said, feeling a tickle of pride as he drew himself up. “We have more labs than bedrooms! Though, I do suppose my ancestors might have kept ‘guests’ in both, depending on the circumstances.”

Beatrix eyed him from across the table, Zava deftly moving her mistress’s plate even as Beatrix folded her arms onto the table and leaned forward. “I must say,” Beatrix observed, “you’re not at all like I first pictured you.”

“In a… good way?” Maxim asked skeptically.

“Well,” she said, shrugging, “the way I heard it, you were some rakish bastard who collected young, nubile maidens to drag into your dark castle, ravishing them in order to slake the savage lusts that burned within you like a fire of hades.”

“Ah, well, I can assure you I do no seizing. None at all.”

“Mmm. I suppose,” Beatrix said, looking oddly miffed by that admission.

“But you do ravish,” Zava pointed out.

“Oh, well, I mean…”

“Your assistant looked thoroughly ravished when I saw her,” the maid noted, her animal ears twitching with amusement. “Utterly ravishable. Not to mention the word on the poverty-stricken street is you have a werewolf lover. And everyone knows what they say about werewolves.”

“What do they say about werewolves?” Maxim asked.

“Why,” the maid shrugged, smirking, “that it takes a lover more animal than man to handle one. That he needs to tame them before he might claim them. That the hot, bestial rutting is a thing of legend. Is it true that you can hear the howls as you fuck her down in Burdenga?”

“I doubt that,” Maxim said.

“So she doesn’t howl?”

“Well…”

“My my,” Zava said with a sly glance at her blushing mistress. “You hear that, mistress? He makes her howl?”

“I-I heard that!” Beatrix sputtered. “A-anyway! That’s not what I meant when I heard about… well, you. I meant to say that you seem more intelligent than my previous suitors. Certainly more hardy.”

“Evidently,” Maxim said, having the good manners not to mention said hardiness had been sorely tested by the woman across from him. “But I am glad we can meet more cordially.”

“Me too,” Beatrix said, at which point their dinner was served, and Beatrix began daintily digging in.

The meal went well from there, much to Maxim’s surprise, who half expected to be attacked in the middle of it, and afterwards Maxim walked Beatrix out of the restaurant and to a waiting carriage.

“We really must do this again,” he told her as he helped her up the step.

“Naturally,” Beatrix said, lingering in the doorway. “I will send word once I wish to see you.”

“Then, I suppose this is goodnight,” he said, and was surprised that he did so reluctantly. “I enjoyed tonight.”

“I did too,” Beatrix said, hesitating as if she wanted to say or do something else, but then she flushed and ducked into the carriage.

“See you soon,” Zava said, giving him a wink before following her mistress and shutting the door. With a crack of the reins the driver spurred the carriage into motion, rolling away down the street and back into the dark.

Maxim watched them go, his hands tucked into his pockets thoughtfully as the mists swallowed the carriage, the night closing back in around them.

“She’s a good girl, my lord.”

Maxim blinked and then turned his head towards the doorman who’d been standing outside the restaurant.

Or, rather, doorwoman.

The way she wore the red uniform and pillbox hat had thrown him, but now that he looked at her closely, he recognized the fine bones of her face, the curl of her dark hair, and other subtler features that belonged to his seneschal.

“Delia Rathbone,” he said, barely even surprised. “How long have you been there?”

She smiled, squaring her shoulders, straightening and dropping the more servile act to one of more dignity. “All night, my lord,” she said as she proudly fished a monocle out of her pocket and put it on, adjusting it. “I was also the waiter for your table. I wished to make sure that you were not defenceless should your date go awry.”

Snorting with amusement, Maxim shook his head. “You really are very good at that disguise business.”

“It is my pleasure to serve, my lord,” she said, cutting a faint but deferential bow. “Fortunately, it seemed unnecessary. I think the Lady Aris is quite taken with you.”

“I certainly hope so,” he said. “I’ve had her as an enemy, and I’d dearly like to avoid that again.”

“I think you did well,” Delia said as they began to walk down the street and towards the Yaga crouched not far.

“It really was a charming evening,” Maxim said warmly. “I-”

“Hello, brother.”

Maxim felt the muscles between his shoulders tighten. There was only one person that would speak in such a tone. A tone filled with smug confidence. Pomposity. A tone that implied an ego the size of Russia and the sort of insanity that said they could seize it. Maxim turned slowly.

There was, presumably, a man who looked good with a small mustache, bowler hat, a laced waistcoat trimmed with gold, and shoes so tight they threatened to cut off circulation with every step.

That man was not Jules Volt. In fact, Maxim had often heard his sisters saying Jules’s slicked down hair and narrow-boned figure made him look like a bit of a prat. Which hadn’t exactly endeared him to those ladies, but the only thing worse than making an enemy of someone like Jules would be making an ally of him.

But only just.

And now he stood, illuminated under a hissing gas lamp, arms folded behind his back and an unpleasant smirk on his face.

“Jules,” Maxim said in a low tone, turning to face him. “The devil are you doing here?” he demanded, his grip tightening on his cane.

“You know damn well why I’m here,” Jules growled, aiming a finger Maxim’s way. “I’ve come for you, brother!”

“That right?” Maxim asked, sensing Delia circumspectly moving behind him, no doubt drawing a gun.

“Oh yes.”

Maxim turned sharply in surprise to see a second Jules stroll out of a nearby bar, smirking as he took a swig from a bottle. “That’s correct,” the twin of the first Jules proclaimed, tossing the bottle over his shoulder to shatter with a crash. “You’ve always been a thorn in my side, Maxim. But you’ve gone above and beyond it now. Because of you,” he growled, “I was kicked out of the estate! The family turned on me. Betraying me!”

“Really? I did that?” Maxim asked, working to keep both of his brothers in his line of sight. “You don’t think that, I don’t know, disinheriting me and chasing me out of England might have been a factor in that decision?”

“Do not lie!” a third Jules said as he stepped out of a cab, adjusting his hat and glaring murderously at Maxim. “I know you’re behind it. You cried to our sisters and turned them against me! Worked to see me ruined! But I don’t go down easily, Maxim. And I’m here to take what is mine!”

“I seriously doubt I could get you back to being the head of the family,” Maxim noted.

“Oh no,” the first Jules said murderously, all playfulness gone. “You’ve burned that bridge quite thoroughly. But if I can’t have the home in England, then I’ll take Grimmwald!”

Maxim sighed. “Really, Jules?” he said. “You’re always been like this. Never content to let me have anything you couldn’t. You’d either take it or break it.”

“Say all you like, Maxim, but I will have the castle and its domain.”

“I see,” Maxim said as he slowly turned his, taking in the trio. “And I see you’ve perfected your remote-controlled cog bodies for it. Not too surprising. You always were too in love with yourself.”

“More like I knew my worth,” one of the Jules growled.

“And you’re all here to kill me, I take it?” Maxim asked.

“Exactly!” the trio chuckled, exchanging smirking smiles.

“Pity,” Maxim said, spotting something moving along the roofs. “And… if I should object to that?”

“Well!” the first Jules said as he lifted his arm, gloved hand peeling back with a whirr of machinery to reveal the barrel of a gun. “I am afraid you don’t get a choice!”

“Indeed,” the second said, his own arm whirring as his hand extended, reversed, a blade ejecting with a ringing sound. “And your death will mark my ascension!”

“Yes. Well, just one problem with that,” Maxim said.

“And that is?” the third Jules said as his arm deployed a second rifle.

“Well… her,” Maxim said.

“Her?” two of the Jules asked. Only two, because the third was flattened by Katarina leaping off the roof and landing on him like an anvil.

The third Jules was crushed almost instantly, body folding up and spewing oil, sparks and gears with a crumpling of metal. The other two swung to face the werewolf as she rose, flicking her silvery hair back, oil staining the dark fabric of the straps and leathers she wore, her fangs barred and fingers ending in vicious claws.

“No one threatens mate!” she snarled.

“What the hell is that!” the Jules on the left barked even as he opened fire.

In a silver blur Katarina shot towards him, frantic shots from Jules ricocheting off the cobblestone road, but failing to find her. Before he could account for her speed Katarina had crossed the distance between them, her claws disemboweling the mechanical clone in a savage motion that ripped him from crotch to chin. Oil, sparks, and machinery spilled out as the cog collapsed, hitting the ground with a clatter and twitching with ruined machinery.

“Wretched meddler!” the surviving Jules bellowed, his arm cannon firing a frantic salvo, his other arm ripping open the sleeve with a whirr of machinery as it unfurled a metallic claw.

Katarina charged him, the few bullets that hit her not even slowing her down as she leaped on the machine man. Jules tried to catch her with his claw, and for his trouble had the offending limb ripped off.

The Jules cog howled in pain, and Maxim watched with a raised brow as Katarina proceeded to beat the machine man to death with his own arm, the sound like a blacksmith knocking the dings out of a breastplate that had gone through one hell of a fight.

Soon enough the werewolf stood, grinning savagely, the bent and twisted arm in her grasp almost as brutalized as the sparking mass of machinery at her feet.

“Katarina,” Maxim said. “Always lovely to see you.”

“Yes?” she said, turning with a gleeful smile, her tail wagging furiously. “Is?”

“Of course. Is this a social call?” he asked, he and Delia walking towards her and the ravaged machine man.

“I smell metal man as soon as I near town,” she said happily, then frowned. “But took me bit to find. Three scents confuse a bit.”

“I can see why it might have,” Maxim said, squatting by the remains of Jules. Pieces of the man continued to spark, and some gears were still grinding and clicking. With a frown, Maxim reached into the remains of the machine and wrenched out something that had been blinking.

“What’s that, my lord?” Delia asked, looking over his shoulder.

“It’s a receiver of some kind,” Maxim mused, turning it this way and that. “Wireless. How fascinating. I knew Jules had been working on some sort of autonomous cog body, but didn’t think he’d gotten so far. I suppose his ego proved stronger than his laziness. Pity.”

“That it is, sir,” she said. “Is that all of them?”

“I doubt it,” Maxim grunted. “The thing was controlled remotely. Which means that this probably isn’t the last we’ve seen of him.”

“Troubling, my lord,” Delia said, frowning. “I will put my network on locating any others.”

“I wish you luck, but no doubt Jules will disguise his machines a bit better from now on,” Maxim said with a sigh. “I fear this was the one free one we’ll get. And we only got that one because he wanted to let me know it was him who killed me. Idiot.”

“Yeah?” Katarina asked, perking up a little. “That mean there more to kill?”

Maxim gave the werewolf an assessing look. He was impressed she’d managed to track the machine, and though he had full confidence in Delia, the sort of weapons Jules brought to bear would be a challenge for her.

But for Katarina, it would be sport.

“I’d appreciate it if you did wherever you find them,” Maxim said, fiddling with the receiver until he managed to switch it off. He glanced at the werewolf. “And if you do, bring me back these pieces of him. I might be able to triangulate where the signal is coming from once you do. Do you scent anymore around?”

“No. Just three.” Her tail began to eagerly wag again. “Does this mean I get reward?”

“It absolutely does,” he said, chuckling. “What did you have in mind?”

“Brushing!” she barked eagerly.

Laughing, Maxim looped an arm around the werewolf’s waist. “For you, Katarina? Anything.”


Ch. 7 Sibling Rivalry

“Yaaaaaargh!”

Jules Volt screamed, wrenching the bulky cognition helm off his head with a crackle of electricity. He lurched upright from the reclining chair, grabbing his scalp as sparks spat around him. “God bloody damn it that hurt!”

“Mathter? Are you alright?”

“Gah!” Jules gasped, lurching back at the stitched-up horror of a face that suddenly loomed over him. “Ygor!” he snarled, shoving his assistant’s patchwork visage away, the hunchback toppling over with a yelp. “Don’t lean in like that! God! Bad enough the cogitator conveys the pain of my puppets, but your hideous mug is not what I want to wake up to!”

“My motht humble apologieth, mathter,” the hunchback said, pushing himself back to his feet and cringing.

Jules glared at his assistant wrathfully. Had his nerves recovered enough, he’d have given the wretch a solid kicking. Sadly, his body was still struggling to adjust to the aftereffects of using his device. Phantom pain continued to throb and ache through his body, and he growled, rubbing his temples as the agonies of his dead puppets finally faded to just a dull throb.

Damn that device, he thought with another baleful glare at the helmet dangling from a tangle of cables plugging into a great mass of brass machinery. To be sure, it beat actually having himself getting ripped apart by passing werewolves, but he again lamented the fact that he’d yet to figure out how to dull sensations through the connections.

The fact that he hadn’t managed to kill Maxim only rubbed salt in the wound.

The reminder did not improve his mood, and with a wince Jules swung his legs down from the control chair, grimacing as he rolled his neck, trying to relieve the stiffness in his body.

“I take it the plan did not go well, mathter,” Ygor said as he scurried forward with a walking stick.

“Does it look like it went well?” Jules demanded sharply, snatching the cane and leaning heavily on it as he pulled himself to his feet. “Damnation,” he growled, putting a hand to his head. “My idiot brother got himself a pet. One strong enough to damage my cog puppets!”

“Perhapth you underethitmated him, mathter,” Ygor suggested.

Jules turned a dangerous eye onto the hunchback. “Are you implying,” he seethed, “that this is somehow my fault?”

“Oh no! Never, mathter,” Ygor said quickly with another scraping bow. “Anyone with any thenthe would know that your brillianth cannot be in doubt. Thurely thith wath merely a rethult of an unfortunate but impothible to predict twitht of chanthe that you merely fell victim to.”

Jules glared at Ygor for another long moment before he nodded. “Yes,” he said, hobbling away from the chair and to a nearby table. “Yes, quite true. Quite true,” He grabbed a bottle of brandy and poured himself a glass, though the shaking of his hand caused him to spill more than he liked on the table. Damn the shakes! And damn that werewolf! The bitch had been beyond savage. He grabbed the glass and swallowed a mouthful of the dark liquor, gasping as the burn of the alcohol helped kill the last of the pain. “My brother is like a cockroach!” Jules growled as he poured some more. “He always survives. Crawling through the ruins of things others have built to torment me another day. He’s been the same way ever since we were children! His annoying habit of finding new ways to torment me should be considered in my next stratagem."

“I take it, then, that your brother survived?”

Oh perfect.

Jules turned a dark glare to the door of the lab, which hung open to reveal a tall, elegant man wearing a cape over his shoulder. A sharp mustache defined his upper lip and hair tumbled in luxurious dark curls. A rakish red jacket adorned him, complete with epaulets, while a tilt to his chin gave him an aristocratic air as if he looked down on everything before him. Which was accurate, because he did.

“Cortez,” Jules spat. “What do you want?”

The man chuckled, striding in with a languid, cocky strut. Behind him strode several servants, one bearing a platter of sweetmeats, another a towel. Both had curling horns growing from their heads. “Merely came to see what progress was being made in dealing with your brother,” the other man said smoothly, his voice rolling with thick Spanish accent. Cortez glanced at the spilled liquor critically. “It appears not much, eh?”

The two servants laughed dutifully.

Irritably, Jules leaned against the table, head moving down between his shoulders defensively while he glared at the other man. “There was a complication, but nothing that can’t be dealt with. My brother won’t get lucky every time.”

“But the element of surprise is now lost, is it not?” Cortez said as he picked up a screwdriver and examined it thoughtfully. “A costly loss no less. He will be on guard now, no?”

“There was always a chance of failure confronting my brother directly,” Jules said dismissively. “And I accounted for the possibility before we even ventured here.”

“Oh?” Cortez asked, raising a sharply groomed eyebrow. “Then, your plan is?”

“Simple,” Jules grunted as he took another swallow of brandy and slumped into a waiting chair. “I naturally looked into what my brother has been up to since he set himself up as the so-called ruler of Grimmwald, and to no surprise he’s been making plenty of enemies. Maximilian has a real talent for it,” Jules said with the first genuine smirk since he unplugged. “It’s what made it so easy to kick him out of England.”

“Mhm. Before you suffered the same, no?”

That wiped the smile off Jules’s face. The snickers of the caprine servants didn’t help things. “At any rate,” Jules said through gritted teeth, “my brother has made plenty of enemies in the valley, and we’ll be able to use that. They’ll be keen to see him gone, and I will give them that opportunity. It will be child’s play to coalesce them about me as the new lord of the castle, then chase Maxim from his ruin like the dog he is.”

“Mhmm. You are sure you are up to it?” Cortez asked.

Jules glared. “What are you implying?” he demanded.

“Well,” Cortez mused, shrugging lazily as he put down the screwdriver and wiped his hands on the towel given to him by the servant. “Simply that I do wonder if you're truly doing your best to end his rule over the valley. Eh? After all, cannot some familial feelings perchance be impeding your efforts?”

The absurdity of the idea actually caused Jules to forget his state and give the other man a look of stunned incredulity. Then he threw back his head and let loose a roar of laughter.

“Family feelings?” Jules guffawed, only to immediately stop laughing, face writhing with hate as he slammed a fist on the table, nearly knocking over his brandy bottle. “I loathe that little shit! Hate him. Despise him with every fiber of my being! Do you understand? Can you even comprehend it? That bastard… That loathsome, arrogant, up jumped popinjay stole everything from me!” Jules snarled. “He never deserved the family fortune. The rank! I was the one who stayed around the house all those years while he went gallivanting around at university, playing with electrodes and women of ill repute! I was the one who handled the household budget. I was the one who raised our standing among the other gentry of the empire! I was the one investing our money into parties and business ventures!”

“Oh?” Cortez said with a curl of his lip. “Those ones that kept failing?”

“Through no fault of mine!” Jules snapped as he angrily poured himself some more brandy, downing it in a sharp motion. He slammed the tumbler down so hard it cracked. “I was just having a bout of bad luck. I’d have made it back and then some!”

“Of courthe, mathter!” Ygor said quickly.

“But no!” Jules shouted as he swept several glasses onto the floor, Cortez’s attendants and Ygor wincing at the crash of the elegant items, trodden under Jules’s feet as he lurched up from his chair, swinging his cane as he raved. “No! He ran and told grandmother, the old bag. And our sisters! Petty, cowardly bastard that he is. And now, now! Because of Maxim, I’ve! Lost! Everything!”

For his part, Cortez lazily finished rolling a cigarette. As he put it to his lips, an attendant scuttled forward and lit it. He took a drag and breathed out a plume of smoke. “Yes, yes,” he said, wagging his cigarette with a coiling of smoke. “At any rate, it would be seeming that your brother is a bit more of a survivor than you, perhaps, first assumed. Hm?”

“That’s hardly my fault,” Jules growled, glaring over his shoulder at the other man. “He’s got the persistence of a cockroach, true, but I’ll finish him in good time, so long as you keep your end of the bargain.”

Cortez shrugged lazily. “Have I given cause for doubting yet?” he asked mildly. “I have provided the airship. I provided the materials for this little expedition. The materials for your cogs and machinery and this lab are all at my expense. Your job is to deal with your brother. Then we split the castle and its domain. Fifty fifty.”

“Yes. Of course,” Jules said promptly. “As promised. Fifty fifty.”

Both men smiled at each other, but Jules knew that Cortez would never really hold up his end of the bargain. Especially since the bloody ponce, naturally, had his designs upon the castle and domain. For Jules knew that Cortez thought that he was the true brains behind this operation, and intended to merely use Jules to kill Maxim.

Naturally, it was in fact he, Jules, who was the mastermind here. Without his intelligence, his cog clones, and his know how about his brother, this entire operation would already be a flaming wreck. And since Cortez so obviously was merely waiting for a prime opportunity to kill him, Jules naturally had been conspiring for his own moment to betray the clearly traitorous wretch and sever this partnership with prejudice.

But only once the castle was in his grasp. Jules was no fool, and knew only too well that killing Maxim without Cortez’s help would be difficult. Not impossible of course. Nothing was impossible for Jules Volt! But it would certainly be easier to have Cortez take the brunt of Maxim’s defences.

For though he might hate him, Jules knew only too well how effective his dear brother was. Honestly. It all would have been so much easier if those men Jules had hired to make his brother ‘disappear’ had managed to do it before Maxim left London.

But then it had all gone wrong. Horribly, horribly wrong. Grandmama was taking command of the family, thoroughly cowing the various cousins, lawyers, and various other leeches who had been so eager to profess their loyalty to Jules, only to ditch him the moment things got a bit hairy. Not to mention it sounded like his sisters were trying to make Maxim the heir again. They’d always been such damned brats!

Well, fine, Jules thought as he brooded, swirling his drink. He didn’t need the family estate. Sure, the boonies out here weren’t great. There wasn’t a decent damned restaurant for a hundred miles, and the people were tragically Germanic or, heaven help him, Slavic, but he could make Grimmwald work. He’d dealt with the Welsh, he could deal with the continentals.

Taxes would have to go up significantly once he was the lord, of course, but the populace would be singing his praises by the time he finished turning the place around. And if some made the unfortunate career decision of maintaining loyalty to his soon-to-be-deceased brother, then he’d deal with them too. Slavery was an option. Yes. Out here, laws were much more lax about things like that.

“Well,” Cortez said, stubbing out his cigarette on a work table, much to Jules’s glowering annoyance. “It would be seeming that you have things well in hand. I, for one, intend to go have a bit of fun. Let me know how things go, yes?”

“Of course,” Jules growled.

With another airy grin Cortez strolled away, his aides hurrying in his wake and shutting the heavy door of the lab behind them.

With a grunt, Jules slumped back into a chair, swirling his brandy with more dexterity than before. Wretch. Then again, maybe it was a blessing in disguise, coming out here. Jules’s smile widened and he stroked his chin thoughtfully. Yes. An opportunity. A chance to fix things in the end after all. He could make this work.

“Yes,” he seethed, taking another swallow of the brandy. “Just you wait, Maxim. You’re not the only Volt in the valley. Not anymore...”


Ch. 8 A Suitable Suitor

“Smile, Maxim,” Minua murmured beneath her breath.

“I am smiling,” Maxim said.

“You look more like you’re ready to bite someone’s throat out.”

Funny, Maxim thought. That was what he felt like too. Nonetheless he endeavoured to keep his expression welcoming as the airship drifted out of the clouds.

On a certain level, he almost regretted having called his sisters and not just blowing the vessel out of the sky when it made its appearance. But one look at it had Posiva clapping her hands with glee and declaring that her beloved had finally arrived.

Well, they’d soon see if that was a good thing.

For his part, Maxim’s eyes scoured the airship closely. It was a slim craft, the gondola held tight to the torpedo shape of its airbag. Fins buzzing with propellers stretched from its sides, nudging it quickly through the air. The hard metal of its surface was painted black, and the airbag was as well, though on its side it sported the proud union jack, and on its nose was emblazoned the word Pinafore. This was no merchant ship or passenger liner, Maxim recognized at once, but a hunter. A shark among a sea of whales. Especially with the weapons bristling from its sides. Subtle, almost unnoticeable, but there. Oh yes. They were there.

Very interesting.

Posiva positively vibrated with excitement from where she stood. She’d dressed, Maxim noted, in her best. A cream-coloured dress and bonnet that framed the rich locks of her blonde hair. Now and then she tucked some errant lock back, then her gloved hands would return to being clasped before her with eagerness.

“You’re scowling again,” Minua noted from beside him.

Maxim grunted something, but managed to squeeze out a smile as the Pinafore docked at last, mooring lines quickly secured before the ramp lowered on its underside.

A man strolled off it, and Maxim intently took him in. He reminded Maxim much of the ship he flew in on, being dressed in a trim double-breasted blue naval coat. Epaulets gleamed on his shoulders and a sword hung at his side, and from the way he instinctively compensated for it with his stride, Maxim could tell the man was practiced with it. Clean-shaven, he was handsome in a rough way that the polish of his shoes couldn’t quite take off. Surprisingly young, perhaps twenty-five or thirty, yet he radiated confidence.

Maxim instantly hated him.

“Sullivan!” Posiva cried, merrily running up to him.

“Posiva! Darling!” he replied, catching her by the waist and spinning her around before setting her back down, leaning in and giving her a tender kiss.

Maxim felt an ache in his jaw from the sudden clenching of his teeth. Abandoning the smile, he smoothed his expression and approached the pair with Minua, Bitsy, Moira and Delia in tow. “You must be Captain Sullivan,” Maxim said with what he hoped looked like politeness and not murderous rage. “A pleasure to meet you. Maxim Volt,” he said, putting out his hand.

“Ah! The fabled Maxim,” Sullivan said affably, taking Maxim’s hand and giving it a firm pump. “It’s a pleasure to meet you at last. Posiva has spoken very highly of you.”

“Yes. You too,” Maxim replied tersely. He glanced at the moored airship. “An impressive vessel.”

“Thank you.”

“Surprised to see a captain of the royal navy flying such a… modest craft and not something more robust.”

“Ah, well,” Sullivan chuckled, hand on the hilt of his sword as he cast an admiring gaze at the ship. “I’ve captained its kind all my career, truth be told. What it lacks in firepower it makes up for in speed. All the better to make sure I can rejoin my darling as soon as I could,” he said, leaning down and rubbing his nose against Posiva’s, much to her delight.

“Awwwww,” Bitsy cooed, nudging Maxim. “Isn’t that sweet, Sparky?”

“...Yes. No doubt,” Maxim said, suppressing his urge to gag. Minua elbowed him in the ribs and he quickly cleared his throat. “And I’m delighted to welcome you to the Grimm Valley and Grimmwald. I’ve arranged some lodging, and hope you’ll feel comfortable, but I’m afraid we’re in the midst of some… renovations.”

“Not to worry. So long as I have my darling sweetums Posiva near me, I could sleep in a barn without losing a wink.”

“Oh snoogie woogie,” Posiva cooed, wriggling adoringly in his grasp.

Ugh.

“We’ll see what we can do,” Maxim said flatly.

“You’re going to just love it at Grimmwald, pookums!” Posiva gushed. “Sure, it’s not our manor in England, but it’s just filled with rustic charm!”

And booby traps that might ‘accidentally’ kill certain unwelcome guests, Maxim thought with a slight improvement to his mood. “Precisely. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it tremendously.”

“As am I. And I thank you wholeheartedly for your hospitality,” Sullivan said with a sweeping bow.

“Yes. Delighted to provide it,” Maxim said as Posiva tugged Sullivan from his bow, her arm twining with his as she practically glued herself to him. The pair gazed longingly into each other’s eyes as they made their way towards the stairs, chattering like lovebirds.

Revolting.

“Do try and be nice,” Minua said as she left him, following the lovers at a pace.

“I’m always nice,” Maxim grumbled, glaring at Sullivan’s departing back as he wandered away with his sister. “...Delia?” he said softly.

“Here, my lord,” she said, instantly at his side, her gaze intent. “How may I serve?”

He nodded at Sullivan’s broad back. “Find out everything you can about our new friend the captain, won’t you? Anything and everything. I want a biography of him. His likes. His dislikes. His father, mother, and ancestors up to the bloody monkeys he evolved from! Everything he’s done, where he’s been, and has had a hand in I want to know!”

“You think he’s not all he appears?” Delia asked.

“Let’s say I’m open to the possibility.”

Delia’s eyes sharpened and she nodded darkly. “Understood, my lord,” she murmured, adjusting her monocle. “Leave it to me. No stone shall be left unturned.”

“Good. Best of luck.”

Delia bowed low and drew away, the click of her heels soon fading. Maxim didn’t watch her depart, still staring at the doorway through which Sullivan and Posiva had vanished through. He stroked his chin pensively.

He would find out just what this man was about. And if there was even a hint that he was a danger to his sister, then… well, Maxim wasn’t a violent man. But he was a scientific one.

And you could learn so much through thorough vivisection.

But in the meantime.

“Moira?” Maxim said.

“My lord?” whispered a voice suddenly behind him.

He glanced back to see the monochrome maid curtsying politely.

“Keep an eye on Posiva and that Sullivan,” he instructed her. “Don’t do anything to harm him. Yet. But keep an eye on them. And stop them from doing anything… scandalous.”

“Scandalous, my lord?”

“You know. Uncouth. Disrespectful. Inappropriate relations between a man and an unmarried young woman.”

“Ah. You mean such as falling for a one-eyed Bulgar and kidnapping the Byzantine emperor for ransom, then disemboweling him even after the money was paid.”

Maxim blinked. “That’s a concern?”

“Very much so, master,” Moira said seriously. “Your ancestor, Rumina Fitz, did such when she fell in with a wandering barbarian rogue. It was quite the scandal, in fact. Her father, Baggavar Fitz, was most cross about it.”

“Why?” Bitsy asked

“He wanted to do it first.”

“All of it?” Bitsy asked. “Even the one-eyed Bulgar bit?”

“Oh yes. Stefan Danlov was a most attractive and open-minded barbarian. Naturally, Baggavar did the only reasonable thing and locked his daughter in a tower. Fortunately, she was able to remedy the situation.”

“How?” Maxim asked before he could catch himself.

“Why, by climbing out of the window and to the battlements, then killing her father as he slept of course. Her reign was a short and bloody one before she caught Stefan in bed with a homunculus he had grown in a bottle using a lock of her sworn enemy’s hair. She took it rather poorly, and then took his other eye, his head, then ate some cottage cheese. After that she went back to the business of ruling the valley. She later married a nice young Count with a passion for beheading Turks.”

“How sensible,” Bitsy said.

“...Quite,” Maxim said. “Well, yes. None of that, I think. But mainly just ensure they don’t do anything…” He wiggled his fingers expressively. “...carnal. Right?”

“Of course, master,” Moira said with another curtsy. “Your will be done.”

Maxim nodded, and Moira drifted away, vanishing into the darkness of the staircase.

“I think you’re just mad,” Bitsy told him.

“Mad? Me?” Maxim asked, glancing at her pointedly. “Why do you think that?”

Bitsy scoffed. “Please, Sparky. You just don’t like the idea of someone doing the dirty with your baby sister.”

“That’s not it,” Maxim said defensively. “I’d be perfectly happy if Posiva found a delightful man who’d, naturally, love and care for her. Be from a proper family. And, of course, have an income capable of supporting her.”

“And loves her, right?”

“Well, yes. Naturally.”

“Loves her all night long?”

“Right…”

“Loves her with his hands. Loves her under him. Loves her with hard, sharp, horny thrusts as she loves the things he does with his lips on her big, perky-”

“Bitsy! That’s my sister!”

“Oh Sparky,” Bitsy cooed, leaning her head against him and stroking his chest. “You’re such an older brother. But sisters grow up! They meet men. They get sexually excited by dashing airship captains with scars and the confidence to sweep sweet maidens off their feet. It’s bound to happen.”

“Well, maybe,” Maxim grunted defensively. “But that’s still hardly a reason to… well, you know.” He drew himself back up. “At any rate, if Posiva is indeed in love, then I’m naturally all for it. But if that man proves to be anything other than of excellent standing, then she deserves to know about it.”

“Mmm. I suppose,” Bitsy said, her finger tracing lazy circles on his chest. “But speaking from experience, nothing pushes a girl towards a man more than an overprotective brother telling you what a bad match he is.”

“This is hardly the same,” Maxim grumbled.

“Suuuure it’s not,” Bitsy said with a wink.

Maxim scowled. “Don’t you have work to do?” he demanded gruffly.

“Why? Don’t you want me to tell you all about the tingles a proper young lady gets when a handsome man in uniform asks if she wants to dance? Or the warm flutter when she wants to feel his muscles?”

Maxim’s face dipped deeper with annoyance. “Well, I do have work to do,” he grunted, pulling away from her.

“Aw, Sparky! Don’t be mad. I was just playing. Spaaarky!” Bitsy called after him, her playful tone only deepening his scowl as he swept into the darkness of the staircase.

Not to say Maxim was lying. He did have much to do.

And time waited for no man.


Ch. 9. Grand Reunions

Posiva was over the moon with joy.

At last. At last, he was here! She barely managed a moment looking away from her dear Sullivan’s face as they made their way through the dreadfully dreary halls of the castle.

Minua had left, giving them some time alone. Her sister seemed awfully distracted since they arrived at the castle. Posiva suspected she didn’t trust the place and was ensuring there were no unwelcome surprises about it, not to mention checking to make sure Maxim wasn’t hiding anything from them. Normally Posiva would be right there with her, snooping with the glee only a younger sister or childless spinster could know, but she simply couldn’t tear herself away from Sullivan after so long. She cast another adoring look at his ruggedly handsome visage and felt heat rush into her cheeks as she beheld him.

God, but she was one lucky girl.

“Right this way,” she gushed, tugging Sullivan along. “I found the most delightful little balcony with an incredible view! You’ll just love it.”

“Wherever you are, my darling, the view is already the most beautiful in the world,” Sullivan said adoringly.

Posiva giggled and lightly slapped his chest. “Oh stop!” she gasped, though she didn’t refute him either.

She flung open a door to a small garden situated on a cliff overlooking the valley and the misty abyss down the mountain. Several gnarled trees grew about the place, though if it was planned or they just started growing and no one bothered to cut them down she couldn’t be sure. The one thing she did know is they offered some wonderful shade to a bench set up to take in the view, and thus was perfectly positioned to offer a dreamy air. It was the one romantic spot she’d been able to find so far in the entire castle.

Ugh. Wretched place. Maxim would be so pleased to see the back of it, she was sure. True, Minua claimed he might not want to come home, but come now. Really? How could he want to stay? What was here for him here, after all? The country was grey and ugly. It seemed perpetually overcast and on the verge of raining. It smelled like wet dog, the people were blunt featured alcoholics, and the food was simply atrocious. Why, he could get all of that in Birmingham!

“This is going to be so wonderful, snookums!” Posiva giggled, squeezing herself against Sullivan as she walked him to the bench and took a seat beside him. “Oh, you can’t believe how awful it was to be separated from you. How terrible! I’ve missed you so much.”

“And I you, my darling,” Sullivan said, taking her hand and squeezing it with feeling. “This time apart has been so painful for me as well. But I… Well, it did give me some time to think. And…”

“Yes?” Posiva asked, gazing up into his face longingly. Into his eyes, a grey of storms. “What is it, sweetums?”

Sullivan cleared his throat. “Well, my dear. I was just… thinking about our betrothal. And I was… well… wondering if it was such a good idea to move so… so quickly…”

Posiva drew back, giving him a stunned look. “Do you… not want to marry me?”

“No!” he gasped, seizing her shoulders with passion. “Posiva, never think that! I do. I want to marry you more than anything in the world! I want it more than the treasures of the East! To be wed to you would make me feel richer than the sultan of the Ottomans!”

Posiva sagged with relief. “Then there’s no problem, darling.”

“Well, perhaps not none,” Sullivan said, evading her eyes.

“What do you mean?”

He hesitated, his lips parting. “Well, that is… it’s… it’s likely been a bit of a shock to your family,” he said lamely.

Raising a brow, Posiva gave him an assessing look. She could tell it wasn’t what he really wished to speak of, but shrugged it off. After all, she loved him, and knew that he would tell her anything he wished eventually.

“Not to worry,” Posiva said lightly. “Who could hate you? Mother will simply adore you, and I’m sure grandmama will be the same.”

“I hope you’re right, my darling,” Sullivan said with a sigh. “Though, I’m not so sure your brother likes me…”

“Why? What could he not like about you?” Posiva asked with an admiring look at her love. “You’re perfect! Tall. Dashing. Brave and handsome. You are perfect, dear Sullivan.”

“So you say, my cupcake. But he kept looking at me like he’d rather see my head on a spike and my entrails used as garters.”

“Don’t be silly, snookums. Maxim looks at everyone that way.”

“If you say so,” Sullivan said, though he didn’t seem too convinced.

“He just hasn’t had a chance to get to know you yet,” Posiva said happily, patting his arm encouragingly. “Don’t worry. Once he sees who you really are, he’ll love you as much as I do.”

“That would bring me nothing but happiness, my rose,” Sullivan told her, casting another adoring look at her before stealing a quick kiss on her cheek.

Posiva giggled and slapped his arm. “Darling! Please! What if someone sees?”

“Then they shall say that there are two people in love,” Sullivan said as he again kissed her neck.

Posiva giggled, then gasped. “Oh, Sullivan…”

“Tea?”

Posiva shrieked and Sullivan swore a rather ungentlemanly word. They both whirled, drawing pistols from belt and petticoat respectively as they spun about. Moira stood behind them, a tea tray in her hands, and looking profoundly unimpressed by the two weapons aimed her way.

“God!” Posiva gasped, lowering her pistol a bit. “Where did you come from?”

“The kitchens, my lady,” Moira said as she placed the tea tray on the small stone table before them. She straightened, hands clasped before her and giving the pair an expressionless look. “The master believed you’d like some tea.”

“Well, yes. I suppose so,” Posiva said, her heart still hammering in her chest, threatening to burst from her ribs and the tight (though highly fashionable) whalebone corset she wore. “And you’ve brought it. Good. You may go now.”

“Of course, my lady,” Moira said with a curtsy, gliding back as if she was on a roller before vanishing into the shadows of the trees.

Posiva exhaled heavily, then turned her adoring gaze back onto Sullivan. “Now,” she murmured, scooting in closer. “Where were we, darling?”

Sullivan chuckled, cupping her chin and tilting her head back. “Why… right here, I believe…”

Posiva shivered, her eyes lidding as her lips parted and Sullivan leaned down towards her.

“Cream?”

“Gah!”

Again the pair jerked apart, both looking up to find Moira looming over them, a pitcher in her hands.

“What?” Posiva demanded.

“Cream, my lady?” the maid asked, hefting the pitcher. “Fresh from the cows in the valley. Specially pasteurized by comely milk maids who are definitely not werecows?”

“No I don’t want any… did you say werecows?”

“Yes, my lady. And that they definitely are not that.”

An oddly specific denial. “No, we’re fine,” Posiva growled. “Now-”

“I really should be getting back to the airship,” Sullivan said, drawing back.

Posiva whirled back to Sullivan. “What? But…”

“Docking is complicated. And in truth, I probably need to head down to the town as well,” he said with a wry smile. “I need to pick up supplies and see to the refueling. Not to mention much of the crew has been keen for time ashore after the long flight.”

“But… but…”

Sullivan’s smile softened and he brushed his hand along her cheek. “I’ll be back soon, darling.”

“Oh… Oh alright,” Posiva huffed, pouting.

With a last smile and a respectful nod to the maid, Sullivan rose to his feet and made his way back inside the castle, his coat whisking around his knees as he did.

For a moment Posiva merely watched him longingly, again feeling that trill of delight knowing he loved her and she him. Then he was gone, and the reason she hadn’t had longer with him rose in her mind once more. With a look of fury Posiva shot to her feet and whirled to face the pale, demure face of the maid.

“You!” she spat.

“My lady?” Moira said with a respectful nod.

“Yes! You! You are ruining my afternoon with my beloved,” Posiva steamed, stamping her foot impatiently and glaring.

“My apologies, my lady,” Moira said, dipping with a short bow. “But my master instructed me to ensure the both of you are not getting up to anything… untoward.”

“And what the devil do you think we’d be getting up to?”

“Something no doubt lewd and sexually deviant,” Moira said blandly. “Like flashing your ankles.”

“I… I beg your pardon!” Posiva sputtered. “How dare you! I haven’t… and so what if I wanted to?” she demanded, crossing her arms and glaring at the maid. “What business is it of my brother’s if I flash some ankle or even elbow?”

“He is the master,” Moira said with the heavy finality of a coffin lid. “He is to be obeyed in all things. Especially within the confines of this castle. He has requested I keep an eye on your… relations, and I am at his command in all things.”

“You… I… Ugh!” she cried, throwing her arms up with exasperation. “You’re both impossible!”

“I assure you, my lady, it is very possible,” Moira said. “And while you’re within these walls, you shall get up to nothing with Captain Sullivan.”

Posiva’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think I much like you,” she hissed.

“A pity,” Moira said. “But I am not here to be liked. Merely to serve.”

“Well… well… you did that! Now go away!”

“Of course, my lady,” Moira said, bowing and receding once more. “Until I am needed again.”

Posiva opened her mouth to retort, but the maid had already slipped into the shadow of a tree then behind it.

Closing her mouth, brow crinkling with a frown, Posiva stalked over to the tree and peered around it, only to find nothing. No maid. No trap door. Nothing. In fact, now that she thought about it, she never even heard Moira come with the tea or milk. True, she might have been a bit distracted by Sullivan, but surely she should have heard something? One didn’t traverse as many tombs stuffed with the lurking dead or trapped lairs and not develop keen senses.

Which meant two things. One, her brother was employing some very strange people. And two, getting time alone with Sullivan without a nagging nursemaid lurking around was going to be tougher than she thought.

“Drat,” Posiva huffed.


Ch. 10 Library

If there was one thing Maxim truly appreciated about Grimmwald, it was the library.

Although true, most of the books had titles such as How to Flay a Guy in 10 Days, The Art of Vivisecting Your Enemies, and even the cooking section tended towards A Modest Proposal. But there was knowledge to be had in all things, in Maxim’s opinion. Even the sorts of books that had limited runs, often because their authors went mad or were torn apart by invisible demons (who were vicious critics at the best of times).

Nonetheless, if there was a place in Grimmwald to do some quiet research, it was the library. The only thing that could be heard was the hum of the lamps or the clink of the chains around some of the more… animated volumes. Of course, finding something in the library would be a challenge. You’d need to be mad to even start trying to understand the castle’s filing system. Or have an in with the librarian.

Which Maxim did.

More or less.

He finished chalking in the pentagram on the library floor and stepped back, taking it in with a practiced eye. The symbols stood out starkly on the grey stone, but as Maxim referenced the tome he’d brought, he pronounced it accurately enough.

Having the librarian be a demon from hell still rankled with him. Not because she was a demon specifically (though that didn’t help matters), but rather because of what demons were. Maxim didn’t have much truck with paranormal powers. He found the idea of witchcraft and such things highly unscientific and, frankly, not the sort of thing that should be encouraged. As such, he didn’t really go in for it himself, though plenty of the female students back at the university had adored it. They’d also thrown the best parties, though Maxim had wisely always gone home before the candles came out, the grimoires were opened, and people threw on robes, masks, and got out the knives.

Honestly, those girls were almost as bad as the philosophy department.

Maxim understood science and insanity, mostly. You couldn’t be a mad genius without being a bit crazy. It was in the name. But that meant he tended to look at the world through charts and magnifying lenses, not crystals and hallucinogenic herbs. The esoteric arts all seemed so terribly… haphazard to him.

Vexingly, however, magic evidently did exist, and so did demons. So, he did what he could.

Clearing his throat, referring to the book frequently, Maxim raised his hand above the design on the floor. He began to chant the words written in suspiciously red ink, careful not to stumble over extraneous syllables that didn’t seem written for the human tongue. He really didn’t want to get a wrong summoning. He doubted denizens from the nether world appreciated being unduly woken up.

Fortunately, it seemed he had it working as white smoke began to seep from the markings on the floor. They gathered in the air, swirling and manifesting, climbing higher and higher as he chanted. Soon they began to compress, taking on a more human form. Smoothing and shaping into a lovely female figure. Downy white hair like cascading wool fell over rounded shoulders in fluffy waves, a marked contrast to the rest of her clothes, which fit so tightly paint would have been more modest. Dark wings unfurled, beating lazily. Eyes fluttered open, revealing her horizontal pupils, while horns curled from her head, marking her further as a demon if her unearthly beauty hadn’t tagged her as such earlier.

“Hello, Sareen,” Maxim said as he shut the ritual book.

“Well well!” the demoness declared enthusiastically. “If it isn’t my favourite nefarious overlord.”

“I’m not that nefarious,” Maxim replied testily.

“Oh please,” she giggled, waving it off. “I’ve heard all about that business you had with the vampires. Not nefarious indeed! You slaughtered those bloodsuckers in such a vicious way they were talking about it in the pits! Kudos, by the by.”

“How the hell did you hear about that?” he demanded incredulously.

“Rest assured, my lord, a demon has her ways,” she replied with a wink. “But you’re not here to rehash the past glories of your bloody deeds. Though if you were, I’d love to transcribe them. I think it’d be a quite popular read.”

“I doubt my life is that interesting,” Maxim replied drily.

“You never know,” she sang. “But what do you need? I assume you didn’t just come here for the company? Though, if you were, I suppose we could find some fun to have,” she added with a sultry look, a hand teasingly tugging open part of her robe to hint at the lush, firm, and tantalizingly curvy flesh beneath.

“Uh, no. Not that,” Maxim quickly said.

She shrugged. “Shame. So, what is it?”

“I need help finding some books.”

“Ah!” she said, brightening. “Now that I can help with. What do you need? A treatise on eldritch beings? Torture methods of the rich and powerful? Maybe some lurid fiction?”

“Lurid fiction?”

“Your great great aunt was a big fan. Stocked an entire wing with them. Not that I can blame her. What woman doesn’t yearn for a broody, bitter weirdo to sweep her off her feet and steal her from her dreary life?”

“A great many, I’d assume.”

“It’s been working for you,” she noted slyly.

Maxim frowned at the various implications there. “No,” he said pointedly, tilting his head with a glower. “I actually need something else. I need any works my great uncle, Hieronymus, wrote before he died.”

Sareen’s eyebrows climbed up her brow and her golden eyes opened wide. “Ohhhh,” she said in soft understanding. “I see. I see. Yes, that might be… difficult.”

“Don’t you not know where they are?”

“Oh, I know,” she said. “Your great uncle was extremely prolific. Most narcissist lunatics are. Always needing to spill the contents of their cracked heads onto the page. He had reams of notes.”

“Then, where are they?”

“In the ash bin.”

“What!”

“I know,” Sareen groused, bobbing in the air as she folded her arms with a pout. “A damn crime, really. But when your uncle died, his butler Morose came here, collected everything your uncle had written, and burned it all before he went off and rang the Grimmbell, announcing your uncle’s death.”

“My uncle’s butler? He burned them all?” Maxim demanded incredulously.

“He was irritatingly thorough,” the demoness grumbled. “Bastard even found the secret stash of papers hidden in the stuffed moose head.”

“Why did he burn them?”

Sareen shrugged lazily. “I honestly don’t know. The servants of the castle have always been a shady bunch, and Morose was particularly gloomy.”

“How surprising,” Maxim said drily. “So, there’s nothing my uncle wrote that’s still here?”

“Sorry.”

Maxim frowned, though his mind sprang back to the notebook in his pocket. One which he now suspected he’d best not let Moira find out about. Given what he was discovering and the lengths the previous staff had gone through to hide it, it’d be unwise to let her know he had the journal. At least, until he managed to finish decoding it.

Still, perhaps the trip to the library wouldn’t be an entire waste…

“Did my uncle come here often?”

“Absolutely. Voracious reader,” Sareen said serenely. “I really respected that. Less so his tendency not to return them on time. Made me wish we enforced the return policy on the masters like we did everyone else.”

“And what, exactly, was that policy?” Maxim asked, knowing he shouldn’t yet unable to stop himself.

“A year in hell for every day it was late,” Sareen said with a wicked grin. “Good times had by all.”

“All?” Maxim asked.

“Well, me. I had fun.”

He imagined she did. Sareen struck him as the type to know how to get the most out of her toys. “Right,” he said, making a mental note to warn the various residents of the castle not to be tardy with their rentals. “Well, at any rate, could you grab me the books my uncle was reading in the last few years of his life?”

“Oooh, thinking of carrying on the old man’s work?” the demoness asked gleefully.

“I don’t even know what he was working on,” Maxim said.

“It was definitely diabolical,” Sareen giggled. “I should know. Oh what fun! What fun! Here,” she said, spinning Maxim around and guiding him to a table. “You sit right here! I’ll be back in no time with what he’d been taking out.”

“Thank you,” Maxim said, feeling a bit uneasy about the whole situation even as he took a seat.

“Gladly, my nefarious master,” the demoness giggled, dissolving into a mass of dark smoke. Her grin and eyes were the last to go, and once they had the smoke rushed off into the stacks like a phantom.

Left alone, Maxim drummed his fingers on the desk, his fingers itching to take out his uncle’s journal, but he restrained himself. Moira had an unnerving ability to pop up out of nowhere. He wasn’t sure just how much she saw of what went on in the castle. Certainly not everything, but now was not the time to test it. He might already be pushing things by being in here…

He was so lost in his thoughts, he gave a start as a rush of dark smoke swept around in front of him, depositing heavy books one by one on the table with a series of thuds. Maxim leaned back, watching in alarm and amazement as more volumes flowed onto the table until they nearly covered the surface.

“Here we are!” The demoness crowed as the smoke swirled, manifesting into her once more, hands on her hips and a triumphant smirk on her face. “Your great uncle’s reading in the last few years of his life.”

“All this?” Maxim asked in amazement.

“Like I said, he was a voracious reader,” the demoness said with a nod of approval. “One of the things I liked about him. One of the few things worth liking about him, honestly. The man was a bastard.”

“That seems to be the consensus,” Maxim replied as he ran his finger down the spines of a pile of books. His frown deepened as he read. “Most of these seem to be histories of the castle and region.”

“Oh yes,” Sareen replied, plucking a volume off the pile and idly flipping through it. “Local folklore. Legends. Old family journals and manuscripts. He had a big interest in it, along with biological science and electronics.”

“Electronics?”

“One of the more recent things he liked. I think he corresponded with Duke Aris often about it. Now that was a man who knew how to live! And so handsome too. Dark, debonair, and just ravishing. Ooooh, it was enough to make a demon get a touch of the vapours. And not just formaldehyde.”

“How… interesting,” Maxim said, recalling the duke in question. The last time he’d seen the man, he’d been a withered scarecrow crouched like a corpse on life support in his spidery brass throne. Though, in his heyday, who knew? Maybe he had been quite attractive. Or maybe demons had a different standard of beauty than humans. Which raised some interesting theological questions, but Maxim forced his curiosity not to wander down that path too far. He had more important things to look into than what made demons horny, and pulled one of the volumes down, beginning to read.

Though now that he thought about it, he did recall the Duke mentioning he worked with Hieronymus back in the day. In fact, that was how Maxim had ended up engaged to the lady Beatrix.  Apparently there had been some sort of deal between the pair, and the marriage of the next lord of Grimmwald had been the price. Something else he should probably ask Beatrix about...

“Need anything else?” Sareen asked.

“Hm? Oh, no. Thank you,” Maxim said with a dismissing wave. “That will be all, Sareen. I’ll summon you if you need anything more.”

“Then toodles!” the demoness said gleefully as she dissolved once more into smoke.

Maxim barely heard her, already engrossed in the book he held. It was a biography written by one of his ancestors, concerning the founder of Grimmwald, King Coran. Maxim had little knowledge of the man, and was soon engrossed in the story. Among others.

In fact, he was so enraptured with the books before him, he didn’t pay attention to the outside world at all. Until a hand touched his shoulder.

“My lord?”

Maxim jumped and twisted about, only to let out a sigh when he saw the faintly luminous golden eyes of his maid. “Ah,” he said. “Moira. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Unsurprising, master, I am quite quiet.”

“So I’ve noticed. What is it?”

“I have come to inform you it is dinner time, master.”

“It is?” Maxim asked, fetching out his pocket watch and checking it. “Good lord! So it is. Where does the time go?”

“Time is an illusion, master.”

“But punctuality is not,” Maxim grunted.

Moira’s eyes skimmed to the books he had, and her lips tightened. “Doing some light reading, master?”

“As a matter of fact, I am,” Maxim replied, watching her intently. “Is there something wrong with that?”

“Nothing at all, master,” she replied dutifully. “Nothing at all. I am pleased you take such an interest in the castle’s history. If there is anything you wish to know about it further, feel free to ask me.”

“Something of an expert, hm?” Maxim said with a raised brow.

“I give my life to it,” she replied.

“So it seems,” Maxim said thoughtfully, tapping his fingers on the cover of a book. “...Moira? It says here that the founder slayed some monster that once lived in the valley. A god to the local tribes. Is that true?”

“Very, master,” Moira said with a tilt of her head. “Coran the Slayer lived up to his name most ably.”

“Uh huh. What happened to its body?”

“It’s said that he used its bones in the foundation of the castle,” Moira said. “And I have heard nothing to dispute this.”

“Right. In the catacombs, I suppose? That place I cannot go?”

“You may certainly go down there, master,” Moira replied.

“Really?”

“Of course. You are the master of Grimmwald. There is nowhere in the castle closed to you. Now, whether you could return is another question.”

“You think I’d die down there?”

“Nothing can live down there, master,” she replied stonily.

“You often tell me of the things that are down there.”

“I do indeed, master,” she said. “But you can hardly call them living.”

Maxim flicked an eyebrow up. To him, it sounded like a lot of mumbo jumbo. But he’d spent enough time with the people in the astronomy department of the university to know better than to dismiss what Moira said outright. Sure, astrologists were largely crackpots, of course. But some of their theories (aside from the moon being made of cheese) couldn’t be entirely discounted out of hand. As dimensional sciences increasingly made progress, they raised more questions than answers (though string theory was probably rubbish. Especially Professor Schroedringer’s theory about the celestial cat unraveling it…)

“...I see,” Maxim said. “Well, I suppose I’d best head to dinner then. Would you mind getting these books to my study? I think I’d like to make a deeper dive into them.”

“Of course, master,” Moira said, dipping in a curtsy. “I live to serve.”

Yes, Maxim thought as he left the library, the heavy doors booming shut behind him. But it seemed like life was only part of the story around Grimmwald. The really interesting things happened afterwards.

Maxim hummed to himself as he made his way through the corridors of the castle. Actually, dinner sounded just perfect right now. He was awfully hungry. He often forgot to eat while at work. One of his great weaknesses. But science was just so fascinating.

In the midst of this, as he descended some stairs, Maxim stopped dead and looked up as the lights about the ceiling flickered. “Damn it all,” he muttered, though he also got a sudden feeling of unease. That something was wrong but his mind hadn’t quite cottoned on to what. What could it…

Click.

“Click?” he said in confusion.

Which was when the steps suddenly flattened under him, and he gave a shout as he slipped onto his ass, sliding down the abrupt slope. Which was bad enough. But then the bottom of the stairs slid back to reveal water and malevolent yellow eyes

Ah, Maxim thought in vague horror. Right.

The alligator pits were below this part of the castle.

His hands scrambled for his cane and he planted his feet on the slope, desperately trying to slow his slide. He managed it, barely, skidding to a halt scant inches from the water pit.

Which sadly, wasn’t quite far enough.

One of the alligators lunged for him, snapping. He scrambled backwards with little success and swung his cane, slamming it against the alligator’s nose. Sparks crackled and the monster recoiled with a reptilian bellow, even as several more tried to lunge past their fellow and at Maxim.

“Back. Back!” he snapped, warding them away with swings of his cane, sparks spitting from it. He managed to kick one of the reptiles in the nose, forcing it back into the churning waters, but the others were eager to take up the charge.

“Sparky!”

Maxim looked back sharply to see Bitsy standing at the top of the ramp, hands to her mouth in horror.

“Bitsy!” Maxim cried as he jabbed one of the crocodiles in the nose, jerking his foot away just before its teeth could close on his leg. “Quick! That lamp! The one beside the armour! Pull it!”

Bitsy looked quickly to the lamp projecting from the wall. She grabbed it and pulled hard on it. “It won’t budge!”

“Pull harder!”

“I am!” Bitsy squealed, bouncing in place as she yanked on it with all her weight.

“Bitsy!”

The lamp finally jerked down with a heavy metallic clunk. The steps behind Maxim whirred, rising back up and finally giving him some traction to scramble back. The alligators gave a final few snaps, but reluctantly slunk back as the trapdoor clanked shut, sealing over them with a final click.

Chest heaving, Maxim collapsed atop the steps, panting for air. He heard Bitsy’s shoes clatter as she rushed down to him. She fell to her knees beside him, frantically checking him for injuries. “Sparky! Are you okay? Did they get a bite?”

“N-no. Thankfully not,” he gasped.

Bitsy exhaled a gasp of relief. “Good. Good. But holy hell, Sparky. What happened?”

“A… a malfunction, I think,” Maxim managed to get out. “The trap activated on its own.”

“Woah…” Bitsy said, glancing back at the now closed off floor. “Should we… um… do something about that?”

“Yes,” Maxim said, having gotten his breath back. He climbed to his feet, brushing his waistcoat clean. “Yes, we should. I’ll deactivate it and get the gremlins to hurry with their repairs to the electrical systems.”

“You think that’ll fix it?”

“I certainly hope so,” Maxim said with a glare at the floor. “It damn well better…”


Ch. 11 Market Risks

It took everything Jules had not to make a scene.

His leg bounced, heel tapping the marble floor in a sharp tattoo as he sat irritably in the chair. His arms crossed over his chest, he scowled into his fake beard, resisting with some effort the urge to scratch at it. He couldn’t believe this. Could not bloody believe this! Here he was, gracing this filthy company’s halls with his time and presence, and they were making him wait? Him?

His lip curled, and not for the first time he let his eyes roam about the waiting room of the Grand Chromium Company’s Burdenga branch. It was painfully tasteless with its Grecian columns, huge gearworks, and random statues. Grandiose without taste. Money without culture. And far more gold trim than anyone but a Catholic would tolerate. He resisted the urge to sneer again at it all. Ridiculous. He was doing these people a favour! And yet he’d been kept out here for a good half hour now. He should leave. Get up and storm out. Show these nouveau rich that he was not a man to be trifled with.

But Jules waited.

His arms remained crossed, and his glower deepened with every passing minute, but he waited. Because loathe as he was to admit it, he could use their help. Or at least their money. Finances had been a bit tight after grandmama cut him off. He’d had to pawn the gold buttons and bullion he’d secreted outside the estate just to get this far. And he loathed being entirely reliant on Cortez’s generosity. The man fairly made him crawl for a few gyros or widgets. But Jules had no choice. If he’d tried to make a withdrawal, the banks were liable to call the coppers on him, and he had no intention of being manhandled by those mechanical bobbies. The resources of the Grand Chromium Company would be invaluable in usurping Maxim.

So Jules waited.

And waited.

And all the while, somewhere distant in the massive building, he could hear the faint clicking of keys like the footsteps of mechanical spiders learning the fandango. It made his skin crawl.

Finally, a smaller door in the massive brass-embossed doors creaked open and a secretary poked his head out.

“Mister Volt?” he said.

“That’s Lord Volt,” Jules growled, rising with profound dignity.

Much to his surprise, the secretary seemed nonplussed, merely stepping aside. “District manager Claria will see you now.”

Scowling, Jules swept back his cloak and, with grave dignity, pushed past the man and into the office.

The interior was imposing, though Jules did his best not to show he found it so. It was like stepping into a massive clock, complete with the ticking which came from a large stock ticker under a glass dome. The room was expansive and felt oppressively empty, with a high ceiling, empty middle, and sides filled with rows of uniform books like stripes of gold along the walls. The line of a red carpet ran from the door to the massive desk which loomed at the other end of the room, and behind that was a huge window overlooking a workshop or foundry.

A woman sat at the desk, bent to some papers and scribbling away. She was not unattractive but there was a… greyness to her. A rigidity, like a sculpture made of iron come to life. Her eyes flicked behind a pair of half-moon glasses, her hair done up tight in a bun, and her uniform was without wrinkle as if she’d worn it while it was being ironed. Even her pen moved with the precision of a metronome.

She didn’t look up when Jules entered. And after a full minute passed without her acknowledging him Jules scowled and started across the room, his every step thudding in the vast emptiness and doing wonders at annoying him further.

Claria still didn’t look up even as he drew nearer, finally stopping right in front of her desk. At last, Jules cleared his throat pointedly, yet even then she continued to write, finishing her sentence. Only then, finally, did she lift her pen, set it down symmetrically beside the page, and raise her head to him.

“Good afternoon,” she said in a voice clipped and measured, her eyes cool and assessing. “You must Mister Jules Volt.”

“I am,” he said pointedly, “Lord Jules Volt, in fact. Of one of the most esteemed houses in the British Empire.”

“Yes,” she noted. “Which is why I have accepted this meeting despite the abruptness of the request. You have,” she continued, pulling forth a pocket watch and checking it, “five minutes and forty three seconds of my time.”

“Five minutes and forty what?” Jules asked blankly.

“Three seconds to make your case. Five minutes and thirty seconds now.”

His jaw clenched, and Jules forced himself not to strike the upstart woman across the face. With effort he swallowed that natural instinct, reassuring himself that once everything was resolved he’d use his connections to see her penniless and selling matches on the street corner within a year. “Fine,” he said, smoothing his tie. “I have come to you concerning my brother, the so-called master of that crumbling ruin in the mountains.”

“That is the other reason I accepted this meeting. Five minutes.”

“Right. You see, I heard that your company has had some problems with my brother since he was gifted rulership over that ruin, no doubt through some clever forgeries of papers. The lawyers will deal with that,” he said with a dismissive sweep of his hand. “Of course, legal matters are a bit more cumbersome so far out here in the boonies. However, I am pleased to inform you that I have an excellent opportunity for us both to benefit from this sad little affair.”

“Three minutes,” Claria noted.

Jules sucked in a breath between his teeth and let it out. “Naturally,” he said, talking a bit faster, “my brother’s presence is no good to anyone. And he’s obviously been running this entire valley miserably for all involved. Therefore, for the good of the people here, I have come to set things to rights and ensure that a more capable Volt takes control of the area.

“To that end,” Jules continued, voice growing more confident and silkier as he straightened, pushing out his chest, one hand puffing a lapel of his jacket, “I am pleased to come here and inform the Grand Chromium Company that I would be delighted with your assistance in this matter. And once my dear brother has been ousted from his ill-gotten seat, your fair company will have the greatest of opportunity to partner with me further on developing this valley. Between the two of us, I think we can do truly marvelous things.”

Claria stared at him from over her glasses. She blinked once. Twice. Jules’s smile grew as the silence stretched.

“A very generous offer, I see you understand,” he said at last.

“You,” Claria said distinctly, steepling her fingers on the desk, “want the Grand Chromium Company to help oust your brother from Grimmwald, and install you as the master of the castle?”

“That is the sum of it, yes,” he said, lazily lifting his hand and peering at his fingers as they ground some imaginary piece of dust. “A few hundred thousand pounds, use of your rails and any men you have available would be a good start.”

Claria said nothing for another long thirty seconds. Jules knew this, because he counted the ticking of the clock. Not that he was surprised. Really, this was why women shouldn’t be put in charge of anything. They were so easily thrown off and confused. But he supposed that was just how it went in this modern world.

At last Claria planted her hands on the desk and rose to her feet, tilting her head and staring at him intently. “Mister Volt.”

“Lord Volt,” he corrected.

“Quite. At any rate, I’m afraid we of the Grand Chromium Company will have to refuse your generous offer.”

The smile slipped from Jules’s face. “Excuse me?”

“We will have to refuse,” Claria repeated. “We at the Grand Chromium Company have come to an understanding with your brother and the citizens of the Grimm Valley, and we do not consider it conductive to antagonize our business partner.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Jules snapped. “I know your former president tried to kill Maxim before.”

“Yes,” Claria said with a tinge of sadness. The first suggestion of emotion Jules had seen from her. “Mister Chrome made that unfortunate decision. And tellingly, he no longer sits in this chair.”

“This is absurd,” Jules snapped with a broad gesture. “I’m here offering you excellent terms for a partnership now and in the future, and you’re telling me you’d rather work with my wastrel of a brother? Do you have any idea the sorts of connections I have with the cream of England’s nobility and captains of industry? I am offering you the deal of a lifetime!”

“Mister Volt,” Claria said patiently. “The simple fact is that, as we’ve learned, it’s not good business to oppose your brother. And in fact, the only reason I have not summoned several large men to come in here and beat you to death with rather large hammers is that, frankly, I’m not sure if your brother has some lingering feelings for you. And if he should discover the bloody smear that we would happily reduce you to, it may antagonize him further. Therefore, I am taking the precaution of letting you walk from our premises with your bones intact.”

Jules stared incredulously at her, the corner of his lip twitching with fury. He raised a hand, wagging a finger at her as he struggled for the words to express his outrage. “You… this is… You’ve made a very big mistake, my dear, and made a powerful enemy. I do not forget such slights easily! That I promise you.”

“Perhaps,” Claria said, sitting back down and picking her pen back up, lowering her eyes and resuming her writing. “But I’d far prefer to be against you than the master of Grimmwald.”

Jules seethed, glaring down at her. Claria paused and glanced up at him. “In case I wasn’t clear,” she said. “This meeting is over.”

Opening his mouth, Jules searched for a retort capable of expressing the red fury boiling in him. Sadly, words failed him, and with a final sneer he slammed his top hat down onto his head, turned on his heel, and marched away down the long carpet.

Flinging open the door at the end of office, Jules stormed out and down the steps in a swirl of his cloak. Idiocy. Utter idiocy! How could she not see the opportunity right in front of her face? How could she be so mulishly stupid as to bet on the lame horse in this race?

“Ridiculous!” he snarled, shoving past a couple clerks coming up the stairs, scattering the papers they’d been carrying like a sudden blizzard of spreadsheets. Morons!

Well, she’d soon see. In the end, they’d all see. The Grand Chromium Company wasn’t the only player in this wretched valley. Others would understand the worth of the opportunity he was presenting them with. Jules had bested his brother once, and he’d do it again!

And this time, he wouldn’t let the little shit run away with his tail between his legs. This time, he wouldn’t be so merciful as he had been.

This time, Maximilian would die.

And so would anyone who dared stand by his side.

Jules slammed open the doors of the building and prowled out of them, his face taut with fury as he crossed the fenced courtyard and towards the gates.

“Hey!”

He froze at that terribly familiar voice. Slowly, he turned about.

Katarina grinned at him from across the square, the werewolf’s golden eyes gleaming and her teeth showing prominent canines.

“Found another you!” she growled gleefully, her fingernails growing into claws.

Jules stared at her, then smirked grimly. Well, at least he found something to take out his frustrations on.

“So you have,” he sneered, turning to face her. “But I think you’ll find me not so easy this time.” He flicked his arm, and his sleeve tore as a massive blade ripped through it, springing into place with a click. He held up his arm and the weapon which now extended from his wrist. “See this, puppy?” he demanded, tapping the edge with his other hand. “Silver inlaid. I know what a werewolf fears. And you’ll soon find-”

Katarina moved in a blur. One moment she was before him, the next she was in front of him. She grabbed his bladed arm and jerked it back.

Machinery and metal shrieked and bent as she jammed the silver blade into Jules’s own shoulder, his elbow bent uselessly.

“You funny,” Katarina said, grinning as he stared in horror at his ruined limb. “Now we have even more fun!” she continued, reaching for his face.

Frantically, Jules tried to disconnect the cognition connection before the pain that was about to happen could be transmitted back to his real body.

He wasn’t fast enough.

“Gyaaaaaaaah!”


Ch. 12 Shadow Kingdom

Maxim had known his family had a storied history in the valley. This was in large part thanks to Moira, who was always eager to expound on it. Often in explicit details and, if given the opportunity, with puppets and a great deal of red confetti. But on a certain level, he always hoped those stories were more the exceptions proving the rule. After all, how many psychotic lunatics could a single noble house have sired in its centuries-long and rather fruitful line?

A lot, as it turned out.

A lot lot.

After a few days of reading through the books his uncle had taken from the library, Maxim had begun to realize just how rotten his family tree truly was. “My God,” he murmured, pale as he closed another tome.

“Yes,” Moira said, hovering as ever near his shoulder. “Tremilia Booth was quite the woman.”

“Moira, she turned rabbits into carnivorous monstrosities!”

“She always had a weakness for small, fluffy animals,” Moira said. “I understand that she thought it a shame they shouldn’t be able to stand up for themselves.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think they should be able to stand up to a dozen heavily armed and armoured men. And take down most of them!”

“Whyever not?” Moira asked, looking genuinely puzzled.

Maxim sighed, squeezing the bridge of his nose. The simple truth was that, on a certain logical level, it did make sense to give the weak the tools to defend themselves. Of course, that presupposed that the whole ‘food chain’ thing was just a social construct, and that small fluffy animals whose main defence against being wiped out was outbreeding its predators also needed the ability to spit fire and rip out a man’s throat in a single bound. The Dread Buns hadn’t just been deadly, but an ecological catastrophe waiting to happen! If Tremilia hadn’t angered the spark from the valley over, who’d unleashed a horde of chemically enhanced stoats, all of Europa probably would have been overrun by those fluffy horrors. And the worst part was, compared to others in his family, she’d been the model of restraint!

Maxim shook his head. There was a place for logic in the world, he mused bitterly. Unfortunately, it had to check itself at the door of Grimmwald. Frankly, it seemed the only thing that had kept his family from destroying the continent had been their tendency to kill each other first.

“Master?” Moira said suddenly.

Wearily he sighed and looked back at the pale face of his maid. “Yes?”

“Delia has arrived at the castle and wishes for an audience.”

He perked up. “Does she?” Maxim said.

“Indeed, master. Shall I admit her?”

Maxim stretched in his chair, popping the joints in his knuckles. “That sounds like an excellent idea, Moira. Please, let her in. I could use a break from these,” he said, glancing at the pile of books stacked beside his desk.

“At once, master,” Moira said.

Maxim heard a faint whisper of cloth and glanced at where Moira had been, and found only empty air. Idly, he looked around the rest of the room, and failed to be surprised that she had somehow left without opening the door. Possibly she had slid through the crack in the floor, and the possibility of a secret passage was not inconceivable. Both, however, he very much doubted.

Maxim sighed, shaking his head.

At this point, he just didn’t let it bother him.

Minutes later the door opened and Moira glided back in, taking up her earlier position near Maxim. Delia came in after her, his seneschal moving with all the stern propriety that he knew her for.

“Ah,” Maxim said, settling back in his chair. “Delia. What can I do for you?”

“Good day, my lord,” she said, curtsying politely. “I have come to give you an update from Burdenga.”

“Ah! Excellent,” Maxim said, leaning forward. “Please, continue.”

Truth be told, Maxim wasn’t actually all that interested in the minutiae of what went down in the town below the castle. Delia was considerably more skilled and able at managing it for him, but he’d resolved himself to take an interest regardless. His family had often failed to, much to their detriment. He glanced at the books beside him ruefully. More than a few members of the family had as the cause of death ‘torn apart by an angry mob,’ or ‘stabbed thirty times by their councillors.’ Maxim wasn’t too worried about that. The people seemed to love him.

But it was probably a good idea to be aware if that changed. Politicians ignored the mood of the people to their own risk, and absolute tyrants especially so. Though the valley folk liked their masters, that didn’t mean they’d just lie down and take abuse forever. Democracy could be a solution to that, but Burdengans seemed uninterested in it. Voting out your leaders was much less appealing than violent regime change, as it lacked the folksy thrill of storming the castle and hurling your current ruler from the battlements. More cathartic, and got the point across better too. Especially if said ruler landed on the spiked fence.

Fortunately, by Delia’s report, things were going well in town, and Maxim nodded along as she finished.

“And finally, my lord, it appears that the Burdenga Cheesemakers have managed to overcome the clan of giant rats attempting to tunnel into the vaults, resulting in the utter eradication of the rodents. They thank you for your delivery of poisons.”

“Good. Good,” Maxim said, and meant it. As he’d learned, a large amount of his net worth was apparently tied up in cheese investment. A surprisingly safe asset in a volatile market where gold became occasionally irradiated. “Well done, Delia.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she said, closing her notebook.

“And any progress on that… other matter?” he asked.

She gave a circumspect nod. “I have some sources chasing down leads, my lord,” she said, adjusting her monocle. “Some show promise, and I should have a report for you soon.”

“Excellent,” Maxim said, smiling fiendishly and tapping the tips of his fingers together. Most excellent indeed. Soon, he’d expose that treacherous dog Sullivan before his sisters, and be rid of the bastard. “Keep me updated.”

Delia dipped with a slight bow. “Of course, my lord.” She hesitated then, her eyes drawn once more to the tomes surrounding him. “You are researching the castle, my lord?” she asked.

“I am,” Maxim said, patting the books. “I figure I may as well since I am its master. Apparently my uncle was big on its history.”

“Ah, I see,” Delia said, looking suddenly uneasy.

Maxim frowned, then recalled that Delia’s own father had been the seneschal to his uncle, and had been up until some disagreement. The result had been her father being banished, whereupon he’d unfortunately fallen afoul of Mister Chrome, and without any protection had been killed in a grisly fashion. A fact that he’d almost completely forgotten, what with everything else that had been going on. But now that he had a moment, he realized Delia would be the perfect person to ask about his uncle’s interest. “Delia,” Maxim said, folding his hands. “Your father was a servant to my uncle. Right?”

“He was, my lord,” she said stiffly. “A proud and good one.”

“Of course,” he said, nodding along. “I have no doubt about that. Did your father or you know much about what my uncle had been working on? You know. Before his death?”

Delia shifted with discomfort. “I know little in truth, my lord. Your uncle was always a very private person, and insisted on secrecy. He had the tongues removed from many of his servants to keep them from talking.”

Maxim winced. “Ah.”

“Not my father’s,” Delia added quickly. “He was too valuable. Plus, your uncle realized that even if those servants couldn’t talk, they could still communicate by writing, morse code, or other means.”

“So he…”

“Killed them all. Yes.”

Maxim grimaced. “Charming,” he grunted. It did explain the lack of servants around when he first arrived, though. Aside from Moira and the gremlins, the castle had been utterly empty. Not even a cook, stablemaster, or keeper of the chamber pot.

“My father was a loyal man, of course,” Delia continued earnestly. “He was spared this due to his years of service. And he never spoke of what disagreement that had him banished from the castle. So…”

“I understand,” Maxim said, making a soothing gesture. “Don’t worry. I don’t doubt your family’s loyalty, Delia. Or your father’s. You’ve more than proved yourself to me.”

“I… thank you, my lord,” Delia said, biting her lip. “That means much to me.” She hesitated. “There… there may be something else, my lord.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” she said, drawing herself up with courage. “You’ve been having some problems with the castle’s system of late, haven’t you?”

“Well, a bit,’ Maxim admitted, shrugging. “The lights and some of the traps have been tetchy. But we’re getting down to it. This old castle has been falling apart probably since they put in the foundation. No doubt atop a hundred sacrificed virgins or something.”

“Oh no, master,” Moira said at once. “Virgins would never do. The old masters insisted someone of more experience would be better. And they would never use maidens alone. Your ancestors were always very big on the equality of genders. Male, female, they would gladly stake whichever was on hand to the Black Stone and carve out their hearts.”

Maxim stared at the smiling maid for a long moment. “Well,” he finally said, clearing his throat. “Glad they were so… progressive.”

“The masters were always ahead of the times,” Moira said proudly.

Indeed they were, Maxim mused. Why, they likely advanced the science of torture by centuries. And Maxim recoiled at the faint glimmer of pride he felt in his chest at the thought.

“Anyway,” he continued roughly. “It’s likely just faulty machinery.”

“I’m not so sure, my lord,” Delia said after a pause. “I… do think that there’s something you need to know about the castle. Something that you may have difficulty learning in Grimmwald.”

“There is?” Maxim said. “What…”

He trailed off, for the temperature in the room seemed to have suddenly dropped. The lamps around them dimmed, flickering, and he felt something behind him. A sense of danger beating against his back. Something alien and terrible and which seemed to tighten unnamed fear like a vise around his chest.

With a great work of effort, every instinct screaming for him to run, hide under his bed, cover himself with his blanket and whimper like a child, Maxim instead turned his head.

Moira stood behind him, one of her hands on the back of his chair, her eyes fixed on Delia with the sort of fury normally reserved for a vegetarian looking at a barbeque cookout. The shadows around her were black as pitch, their edges seeming to writhe in the weak glow of the lamps.

Maxim’s eyes flicked back to Delia, whose hands were clutching each other before her, her knuckles white as her face, but her jaw clenched in a sort of whimpering defiance that stood her before the maid.

“...Moira?” Maxim said, his voice sounding both unnaturally loud and yet hollow in the air that filled the room.

“Master?” she replied, the word hissing like it was spoken from many throats.

“Would you excuse us for a moment.”

Moira’s eyes flashed to him. “Master, I-”

“Just for a minute.”

Moira closed her mouth, her lips pinched painfully tight. But the pressure in the room slowly eased off. The maid’s hand loosened on the back of his chair, and the shadows seemed to lose their edge, if not their depth. “...Of course, master. I live but to serve.”

She moved around Maxim and the table without a sound. Not even footsteps. As she passed Delia, the maid gave the other woman a look of such cold malevolence that it was a wonder the seneschal wasn’t struck dead. But then Moira reached the door, opened it, and vanished into the hall.

The pressure eased and Maxim took a slow breath. With a flicker the lamps rose back to their normal brightness, chasing the shadows back into the corners where they lurked, waiting.

Watching.

Maxim turned fully back to Delia, whose chest quivered as she took a shuddering breath. “Now, Delia,” he said with an inviting gesture. “You were saying?”

Delia swallowed thickly and nodded. “Yes, my lord,” she said. “I know that I have… strained your trust of late. But what I tell you now I assure you is true. And is, what I suspect, what truly happened to cause a rift between my father and your uncle.”

Maxim cocked his head, instantly attentive. “I’m listening,” he said.

Delia ducked her head in a nod, then adjusted her monocle. “You see, my lord, my father had been assisting your uncle, Hieronymus with a project for some time. One which was increasingly drawing your uncle’s attention and energy. I want to stress that he never spoke to anyone, not even me, of what they were working on. But I was inquisitive even at that age. I knew they were studying the castle in some capacity. I’m not sure of the exact nature of it, only that your uncle was intensely interested in it. And just as you have your maid, Moira, he had his own servant. A butler named Morose.”

Maxim took that in, recalling vividly some of what Moira had said to him. How she would follow him unto death. That she came to serve him when he took possession of the castle. And much more. He nodded. “Go on.”

“Mister Morose was much like Miss Moira,” Delia continued, her voice dropping. “He was your uncle’s man. Loyal completely. But he did not like what your uncle was working on. And he warned him of it frequently. Your uncle, naturally, dismissed such warnings. And my father did as well. Until something… happened.”

“Happened?” Miles pressed.

Delia hesitated. “I do not wish to overstep, my lord. But my father’s opinion changed as your uncle sank deeper into his work. Began making… unwise decisions and alliances. Neglecting his home and his domain. Eventually, it seems your uncle grew tired of it, and banished my father and me from the castle. Threw us out. And later, your uncle died. No one seems to know how. Not even the gremlins. But his butler, who is now nowhere to be found, knew everything that went on in the castle. And instead, Moira is here. But my lord?”

“Yes?” Maxim asked.

She gave him a firm look. “Every master of Grimmwald has had a servant like Morose and Moira. Yet no one knows where these people of the castle come from. No one knows where they go when the old master dies. Only that none have been here when a new master comes to power. And never have I heard of them working in the castle when the new owner claims his title as Master of Grimmwald.”

For a long moment Maxim said nothing, merely absorbing this information. That Moira was not, well, normal had been plain to him for a very long time. But he was satisfied with her loyalty to him, which was beyond reproach.

Or, seemed to be.

Maxim drummed his fingers on the desk, his expression clouding. He did want to trust Moira. On a certain level, he suspected he had no choice but to. He was reasonably sure that she could kill him in an instant. And somehow, he doubted it would be as polite or painless as poison in his soup or a dagger in his back. He recalled what had happened when the Countess and her vampires had cornered him during the Grimm Bell Ceremony. He hadn’t watched what happened when Moira ‘dealt’ with them. But he’d heard what happened. And he recalled the terror in the vampire’s eyes when she saw his maid.

And how she’d screamed when the end came.

“I see,” he finally said, looking back up. “Thank you, Delia. Truly. I appreciate you telling me.”

“I only wish I knew more,” she said sadly.

“You’ve done well,” he assured her. “Thank you.”

Recognizing the dismissal, Delia again bowed, turned, and left the room.

Maxim eased back in his chair, eying the door contemplatively. He sighed, ‘sensing’ more than anything the sudden presence suddenly behind his chair once again.

“Master?” Moira said.

He turned his head, finding the maid once more demurely standing there as if she’d never left the room.

“I serve you, my lord,” she said softly.

“And I’ve never doubted it,” Maxim said sincerely. Truly. Moira was perhaps the one person… thing… entity that he knew was one hundred percent behind him. Literally. She would go along with whatever he decided to do. No matter how dangerous. How depraved. How lunatic it could be, she’d back him 100%.

Hell, she’d encourage it! She was honestly worse than Bitsy in wanting him to plumb the deeper depths of science or insanity, and indulge in all the crueler aspects of his nature.

Still…

“Nonetheless,” he said. “Something is happening around this damned castle. Something beyond its normal homicidal tendencies. Grimmwald is becoming dangerous.”

“Not to you, master,” Moira said instantly. “Never to you. The castle is yours in everything. It would never betray you.”

“The way you put it, one would think it made a conscious decision in that.”

Moira said nothing. Maxim peered closer at her, but her yellow eyes evaded him.

“...Moira?” Maxim pressed. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“Master,” she said deferentially. “I would never lie to you.”

Maxim gave her a level look, not fooled for a moment. He’d been involved with politics often enough to recognize an evasion when he saw it. “Moira,” he said with a warning note. “Are you hiding what happened to my uncle?”

“Of course not, master.”

“Then what about his former servant? What happened to him?”

“Mister Morose was retired.”

“Was retired? Not did retire?”

“The castle always brings forth a fresh servant to assist the master when they take their rightful place as master of Grimmwald,” she replied obediently. “It eases the way, and ensures that there is no doubt on where the servant’s loyalty lies. A fresh master requires a fresh servant. It is the way of things.”

“Where did he retire to?” Maxim asked. “Where is Morose now?”

“As I told you when you rang the bell, master,” Moira said with a level look his way. “The master’s servant follows them. In life, and in death.”

“So he’s dead?”

“As dead as one can be in service of Grimmwald.”

Now that had some interesting implications. And somehow, Maxim doubted she meant it like he was turned into a zombie, or his parts were recycled into some new abomination of science and set loose wandering the halls. There was a weight to her words and evasions that told him there was a deeper implication there. Something of almost… ritual significance.

“What are you, Moira?” Maxim asked at last.

“My master,” she said with a deep curtsy. “I am yours. Your servant. Your slave. I am whatever you need of me. You may have enemies, but I will never be one. I serve you, master, and only you. Forever.”

“Then what happened to Morose?”

“He retired.”

“Did he kill my uncle?”

Silence met this.

“Moira?” Maxim pressed.

“I am sorry, my master. I cannot say.”

“Cannot? Or will not?”

“I am sorry.”

Maxim scowled, leaning back in his chair and scrutinized the woman before him. He was annoyed. Never before had Moira hidden anything from him. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She did have an annoying tendency to leave out details, though she was always happy to elucidate if he asked her. Especially if it involved something horrible his family had done. She couldn’t wait to share those delightful little anecdotes. So to have her flat out refuse to answer was a new one for Maxim. Should he torture her? No. No. Not only did he doubt he could do it, but he doubted she’d talk even then. She didn’t seem the type to squeal. Even under the sorts of agonies that Maxim could cook up if he had half a mind to. The worst part was she’d likely let him do it. If he tried, he doubted she’d fight back in any way.

Maxim sighed, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. Well, he could at least resolve one issue. “Moira?” he asked. “Is the castle trying to kill me?”

“No, master,” she said strongly. “The castle would never act against the master.”

“But the traps have been inconvenient lately,” he noted drily. “Why is that?”

Moira shook her head. “I cannot say, master.”

“Cannot?” he pressed.

“Forgive me, master,” she said, head bobbing. “That was not what I meant. I meant that as far as I know, the castle would not attempt to harm you. I am sure of it. I do not know why these things have been happening, but I will figure them out. I assure you.”

“I see,” Maxim said tiredly. “Very well, Moira. I trust you. Figure this out.”

“I will, master,” she said, and her golden eyes were hard with grim purpose. “I swear to you, I will.”

“Good,” Maxim said. “Do so. And Moira?”

“Master?” she asked.

“Leave Delia alone. I don’t want to hear you tried to punish her in any way for what she told me today. Understand?”

Moira’s face was an unreadable mask. “I… understand, master. I will not punish her.”

“I mean it, Moira. She told me because she’s loyal and serves me.”

“I obey, master,” she said, bowing again. “As always.”

“Good,” Maxim sighed. “You may go.”

“My thanks, master.”

Maxim watched the maid glide back, then open the door and vanish through it into the dark. Alone again, Maxim sighed and eased back in his chair, staring at the ceiling. What a mess. Between this stupidity with his brother, other sparks trying to seize his domain, his sisters and that rat bastard who dared - dared! - try and seduce his sweet, innocent Posiva, things were getting quite complicated.

“But,” he mused aloud, “what else is new. Eh?”

The lamp suddenly flickered and went out, drowning him in darkness.

“...Dammit.”


Ch. 13 Midnight Wander

Clanking.

Grinding.

Whirring.

Sparking.

Work never ceased within Grimmwald.

And it truly was wonderful.

Ikkirit scurried along one of the beams of the castle’s ceilings. Joined by several other gremlins, they hauled the heavy, rubbery mass of new cables bound in insulation. Ikkirit didn’t really understand why the master insisted on using insulation. In his opinion, it was far more interesting to leave the wiring naked. Especially since the rubber was so appealing to chew, something many other gremlins agreed on. Unfortunately, the master insisted they stop doing that. So they had.

For the master had to be obeyed.

Feet pattering, Ikkirit led the way through a hole in the wall and to a large chamber and the massive transformer and fuse boxes it housed. The device took up the entire cubby between the walls, with wires sprawling from it like some pagan totem of technological wonder, or perhaps an edifice of a cargo cult would be more appropriate. For the robed figures that scurried all over it fixing, wiring, adjusting, and working on it held the great machine in a sort of religious reverence, if not understanding. The gremlins knew that electricity came from the sky, shot through the wires, and powered the machines of the castle. But much like the faithful or low-level bureaucrats, they didn’t even try to understand why this was so. They were satisfied it did. And if a few of their fellows got killed or crushed while maintaining it, well, that was just part of life.

A particular gremlin stood atop the massive, sparking mass of the transformer like a ragged prophet, squeaking and directing with a huge wrench with the bottom of a screwdriver. Other gremlins scurried to obey, for this was Gakkit, a venerable, ancient gremlin of over six years old.

“Eek! Ek ek eeek! Eekek eek!” Gakkit pronounced, waving his tool as he directed more labour to the secondary winder. “Eek! Ekk!”

“Eek! Eek!” Ikkirit called as he scampered up with the wiring, hefting it demonstratively. “Eek ek?”

“Eek!” Gakkit squeaked, gesturing at several bare nodes jutting from the main fuse box. “Eek ek! Ekk.”

“Eek?”

“Ek eek eek!”

“Ek ek!”

“Eeek! Eek ek ek eek! Eeek!”

Ikkirit snorted at that. Philistine. Nonetheless, he scurried over to the node and began winding the copper filaments into place. There was a sharp crackle of electricity up higher and Ikkirit turned with interest as several gremlins screamed, frying themselves on some bared wiring. Other gremlins paused, watching with excitement as their unfortunate fellows were blasted off the transformer, slamming into the stone wall. When their corpses peeled off, they left smoking outlines like some prehistoric handprint demonstrating intelligent creativity. Only less so, given there were a lot of such markings.

“Eek!” Gakkit squeaked impatiently, stamping a foot. “Eek eek!”

At this reminder the surviving gremlins hastened back to work, Ikkirit among them. His crude tools sprang to his hands and he quickly attached the wiring to the fuse box, barely getting more than a few sparks in the progress, much to his disappointment. Nonetheless, his work was good, and when he scuttled back, he nodded with approval.

“Eek!”

“Eeek?”

Gakkit hooked his wrench into a wire and rode it down, landing deftly on the beam beside Ikkirit. He inspected the work, then nodded in satisfaction. “Eek ek!”

Ikkirit puffed out his bony chest. “Eek!”

“Ek eek! Ek ek.”

“Eek?”

“Eek ek ek ek.”

“Eeeek,” Ikkirit said, nodding in understanding. Turning, he grabbed the end of the wire and scuttled away, pulling it after him and through one of the many holes in the walls. He had a way to go to reach sector 16, but he didn’t mind that. It was in service to the castle. Of the master.

And Ikkirit loved Grimmwald.

The entire tribe did, really. There was just so much for an enterprising gremlin to do within its walls. So much machinery. So much technology! So much to fiddle and spark and tinker. So many sharp things and explodey things and sizzling things. So many things that worked loudly and violently with sounds and systems that shuddered through his bones as it ran. So much power and complicated fiddly bits.

But the best thing about Grimmwald was that things were always breaking.

This was not normally desired by anyone unless they were employed at union rates. But gremlins were creatures of industry. They liked to work on things. To fix and tinker with them. Especially if they were meant to explode. To a gremlin, heavy machinery was almost divine. The way it moved and clanked and crashed. The way gears hummed and pistons banged. The louder the better. The bigger the better. The more explodey the better. Much like beavers were driven to build a dam, gremlins were driven to build things that boomed. Efficiency wasn’t necessarily something they aspired to, of course. Like bathing, that was something that happened to other people. In fact, to a gremlin, the more pointlessly complex and contrived the machine, the better. Had gremlins ever heard of Rube Goldberg, they’d have considered him a saint.

And nothing was more complicated than the systems of Grimmwald.

Because above all else, gremlins loved to work.

In fact, they’d likely have supplanted man as the dominant species on the planet if not for a simple weakness.

They had no ability to prioritize.

This fact didn’t bother Ikkirit. For gremlins worked on a collectivist model. They had no real leaders outside an immediate project. Not for lack of will or organizational ability, but because they were forever pulled in a hundred different directions. As soon as a gremlin saw a problem it moved to fix it. But then another gremlin saw a different problem with a different solution, and fixed it in that way. As a result, much like blind men trying to figure out what an elephant was, gremlins would attack a problem in piecemeal fashion, resulting in a shambolic repair that often did something entirely different from what it was intended. Were they bakers, a gremlin’s attempt to make a cake would turn into two loaves of bread, a pie, and possibly a foie gras made by stuffing the goose with nitroglycerin rather than breadcrumbs.

It was not a terribly effective system, as gremlins lacked the imagination to create. Just as an ape taught sign language never asked a question, gremlins could merely tinker. They could not conceive of a reason to make something other than to blow it up.

Which was why they yearned for a master.

Someone to give direction. Someone willing to bully and demand obedience with a tyrannical will. Someone who knew what they wanted and compelled it be done through sheer force of personality. Who wanted a death ray built yesterday, and damn the expense or bodies to throw at it!

Which made Maxim a wonderful master.

Sure, he seemed oddly fixated on ideas like ‘safety standards’ and ‘railings’ and ‘not taste testing the sulphuric acid.’ But that was okay. Ikkirit forgave him. Masters were often quirky like that. For it was the freedom the gremlin enjoyed the most. The freedom to serve and break their backs repairing massive gearworks and electrical systems. Ikkirit remembered with awe that night the airship attacked. The unity of purpose of his fellow gremlins as they scurried and patched the electrical system of the castle in frantic industry. He’d been near one of the windows when the master had called down the lightning, blasting that bloated dirigible out of the sky. A work of such incredible destructive force Ikkirit had swooned.

Plus, apparently, the master later used magnets to rip a man apart. Ikkirit’s one great regret was he’d missed that one. Fortunately, he was confident that he’d see the master do something just as interesting sooner rather than later.

Oh, how wonderful it was to serve.

With that in mind, Ikkirt finally found the damaged conduit. It looked like one of the wires had been fried from channeling too high a current. Ikkirit squeaked in vexation. More and more of them were doing that these days. It was starting to get annoying. Not that Ikkirit begrudged repairing things. But he wanted to finish the job the master had given them, dammit. Only then could they get back to working on the castle’s various death rays. Or the torture chambers.

With a few cranks, bangs, and only one shock, Ikkirit attached the wire to the node, nodding in satisfaction as it faintly hummed with power. Thinking about it, he realized he was near the store rooms. He should get some of the components kept down there to the upper levels. They needed some more gears, copper wiring, and screws.

He scurried through several narrow passages and loaded up on supplies from one of the workshops, where other gremlins used their ‘free’ time to build components for the castle’s use. Unfortunately, his burden meant he couldn’t make his way through the narrow connecting passages, but he didn’t mind. Ikkirit loved a good walk.

Jauntily, the gremlin ambled down the corridor, his arms loaded with his clanking sack. Paintings rose all around him, with grim faced ancestors seeming to follow his passage. Suits of armour loomed about, and more cables twisted about the floor here and there like rubbery anacondas. In the distance, he heard the clicking of gears and the rumble of ancient machinery hard at work.

The gremlin slowed, glancing up as the lamps throughout the corridor suddenly flickered and buzzed.

“Eek?” he said, scowling. Was the wiring giving trouble again? The master would be displeased. He’d given the repairs to the gremlins and-

A flicker of movement caught his attention and Ikkirit’s eyes snapped down, just in time to see something glide past a connecting corridor. “Eek ek?” the gremlin muttered. Were the ghosts about again? Drat. He hated them. They were always so melancholy.

But it hadn’t looked like a ghost. They tended to go through the walls. Not down them. His glowing eyes narrowing, the gremlin scuttled to the end of the hall, looking down it just in time to see the lights snapping off along the corridor, almost drowning a humanoid figure in creeping shadows. As if keeping them perpetually wrapped in darkness.

“Eek?” the gremlin said in suspicion. Scowling, he moved to follow.

The lights above him suddenly spasmed. Fluttering and flickering. Ikkirit looked up sharply, then around. His heart hammered in sudden alarm as he heard the subtle whirr of mechanism and crackle of electricity. He spun around, looking for the cause. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

A mechanical click had him stop and look up sharply at one of the suits of armour. Its hand had opened, and its halberd was falling.

“Eeeek!” the gremlin squealed, throwing himself to the side.

With a crash the blade slammed into the floor behind him. Ikkirit fell with an oof, bulbs and items sprawling from his grasp and skittering across the carpet.

“Ek ek…” he groaned, rubbing his head and looking back at the blade. He let out a sigh.

And heard another click.

He looked up as the suit of armour beside the first let go of its halberd, the blade falling like a guillotine. Ikkirit made an effort to pull himself away.

And found he wasn’t fast enough this time.

He felt the impact of the blade, then nothing below his chest. A ragged cough escaped the gremlin, splattering blood on the carpet.

“E-eek…” he gasped, twitching as darkness began to close over him. A whisper of dark cloth drifted before his eyes, and Ikkrit painfully raised his head.

Moira looked down at him, her expression unreadable. Her eyes narrow.

“...eek…” the gremlin managed, his eyes sliding shut.

And he saw no more.


Ch. 14 Brotherly Love

Switching off his welding torch, Maxim lifted his head, cocking it and listening. The patter of rain on the huge skylight of the lab and the distant boom of thunder was an ever-present companion to his work, but something else had drawn his attention. After a moment, he heard again the sound that first distracted him from his work. The faint sound of something scratching at the door of the lab.

Maxim rolled his eyes as he pushed his goggles back up. “Come in, Katarina.”

The moment the words left his lips the massive metal door flew open, slamming into the stone wall so hard the room shook. The werewolf bounded inside, grinning savagely and dragging behind her an armless torso.

“Mate!” she declared, her tail wagging eagerly. “Best girl return with prize!”

Maxim sat up, further, eying the corpse she was dragging in. A mechanical one, he noticed. It still twitched now and then, but enough of the face had survived that he recognized his brother.

“Excellent!” Maxim said as he rose. “Wonderful work, Katarina. Now, if you could gently put it on the table.”

“Yes!” Katarina barked happily, heaving up the body and slamming it onto the worktable. Maxim winced, though he supposed he shouldn’t be too worried. If the transmitter hadn’t been broken by Katarina’s evidently more than enthusiastic takedown, he supposed it would survive a bit more knocking about.

“Good. Good. Now, let’s see,” Maxim said, grabbing the cog’s head and wrenching the twisted metal open with a grunt of effort. He peered inside and his smile grew wider. “Perfect,” he said, reaching in and carefully extracting the transmitter. “Did he give you any trouble?”

“No trouble. I tear apart good!” she said, baring her fangs with glee. “Metal man die easy!”

“I imagine most things do to you,” Maxim noted as he carefully laid the transmitter on the work table.

“I do good?” Katarina asked, bouncing at his shoulder.

“Very good,” Maxim said.

“Then, I get reward?”

Maxim paused in inspecting the transmitter and looked back at the werewolf. “Reward?”

“Yes!” she said, squirming this way and that, nibbling at her lower lip as she fought to suppress her eagerness. “I get reward for good kill?”

“I… suppose that should be fine. What did you have in mind?”

“Brushings!” Katarina burst out breathlessly, fairly vibrating with excitement. “I want brushings! Tail get knotted, and Maxim good at untangling. You brush as reward?”

It was hardly a big ask. The one caveat, as Maxim well knew, was that for a werewolf, tail brushings tended to have a bit more meaning than just grooming. Not to mention the sort of pleasure Katarina clearly enjoyed when he did it. Still, it wasn’t like she didn’t deserve some spoiling. No one but Katarina could find his brother’s cogs so easily. Not to mention kill them so violently and still bring him the transmitters intact.

“I don’t see why not,” Maxim said warmly. “I’ll gladly give you some brushings, Katarina.”

“Yay!” the werewolf howled, immediately digging into a pocket and pulling out a fine pair of brushes. “We brush now! Now!”

Maxim chuckled. “If you don’t mind us doing it in the lab…”

“Don’t mind. Nope!” she said, immediately hopping onto the table, her hands gripping her knees as her tail swished atop the surface, polishing the burnished steel to a shine.

Once more Maxim laughed, picking up the brush. “Well, why not?” he said.

Katarina bit her lower lip, clearly trying to relax even as her tail swished furiously with anticipation. Maxim finally got a grip on it, drawing it towards him and beginning to gently run the teeth of the brush through the luscious silver fur. Fitting for her nature as a wild werewolf. One which had lived in the valley for who knows how long.

Yes… Who knows…

“...Katarina?” he asked over the soft susurration of the brush on her fur.

“Mmmm?” the werewolf moaned, her eyes peeking at him from under heavy lids. “What… nnn… mate need?”

“Did you know my great uncle?”

Her nose wrinkled. “Ugh,” she growled. “Bald one was awful.”

“Was he?”

“Terrible master of castle,” she said, huffing and canine ears folding back. “Let Chrome get away with anything. But mostly left us alone. That was okay.”

“Did you know anything about him?”

Katarina shrugged. “Knew he was bald.”

“Anything else?”

Katarina shook her head. “Townies not interest pack much. Until you,” she added, stretching up against him as the brush ran through her fur. “Oooooh. You big interest.

“Oh?” Maxim asked, chuckling softly, patting her rump as she wiggled affectionately against him. “Do I interest you that much?”

“Mmm. Interest very much,” the werewolf said throatily, turning to press against him, her breasts squishing against his chest. “Very much…”

She tilted her head down, her eyes lidded, smoky. A look that Maxim had ample experience with by now. He smiled back, his free hand cupping the back of her head. Easing her down towards him and…

“Master?”

“Fuck!” Maxim gasped, Katarina yelping, almost falling on top of him before jerking back. The both of them turned sharply to find Moira standing by the table, expressionless as always. “Moira?” Maxim gasped. “What are you doing here?”

“Forgive the interruption, master,” she said, bowing in deference. “But your seneschal has returned, and she says she has urgent information for you concerning this… Sullivan.”

“She does?” Maxim said, instantly rising, Katarina giving an annoyed huff as he put aside the brush. “Excellent! Show her in at once.”

“Of course, master,” Moira said, bowing and drifting out of the room.

“But… but brushings,” Katarina whined.

“Katarina, this is important,” Maxim said.

“Brushings important too,” the werewolf said with a pout.

“I’ll brush you more as soon as this is resolved,” Maxim assured her.

Katarina continued to mope, but seemed placated for the moment. Fortunate for Maxim, as his full attention was instantly grabbed by Delia as she entered the room. Maxim’s eyes flashed over his seneschal’s face, and the smirk that hovered on her lips electrified him with anticipation.

“Well?” he pressed. “What did you find?”

“Very little, my lord,” Delia said, smugly adjusting her monocle.

“Little?” Maxim said in surprise.

“Yes,” she said as she laid out a mass of documents on the table. “And that tells us plenty.”

Intrigued, Maxim picked up the papers and began to flip through them, reading intently. He stopped suddenly and looked back up at Delia. “Am I seeing this correctly?” he said. “This…”

“That’s right, my lord,” Delia said, preening with satisfaction. “There is no captain by the name of Sullivan in the British navy. Not even on the continent can I find one who matches his description. I’ve even investigated the further ranks and could not find him in any military roll. To say nothing of his Pinafore airship not being registered as belonging to any known fleet. In short, my lord, it seems that he is… a fraud!”

Paper crinkled in Maxim’s grasp, his teeth grit in terrible triumph and rage. “I knew it!” he hissed. “I knew it! The lying cad. The utter bastard! He dared try to take advantage of my family? Of the sweet innocence of my dear sisters? He dared!”

“Your sisters who spent the last few years blasting apart revived mummies with bombs and energy weapons, my lord?” Delia asked.

“Yes. What of it?”

“Nothing, my lord.”

“That’s right!” Maxim declared, slapping the documents down on the table, one fist raised, clenched so tight it shook. “Sullivan has dared cross my family! Has dared try and deceive and seduce my innocent sister! But he will learn that no one messes with the Volt family. No one deceives me! He lied about being an officer. Lied about being in the navy. He’s probably lied about everything! I bet he’s even French!”

“The bastard,” Moira intoned loyally.

“Exactly!” Maxim snarled. “And no one will ever take advantage of those I love ever again! I’ll make him pay for this. I will make my vengeance legendary! I will make him regret ever crawling out of his mother’s womb!”

“Ooooh,” Katarina breathed, staring up at him with awe, her tail wagging.

“Oh my,” Delia said, looking equally flushed. “You will?”

Maxim whirled to face her. “Of course!” he declared, grinning savagely. “No one crosses the Master of Grimmwald. Not Chrome! Not the vampire courts. And certainly not some up jumped airship jockey! For I am Maxim Volt!” he thundered, electricity crackling off his cane. “And my enemies will fear me!”

Thunder boomed outside the castle. A burst of lightning seared the sky, the white glare flashing through the tall windows, throwing Maxim into sudden stark relief.

“How will you do it, my lord?” Delia asked eagerly.

“First, we expose him,” Maxim declared fiendishly. “And then - then! - we make him pay!”

“How?” Katarina asked, grinning viciously as she flexed her fingers, her nails growing into claws.

“Ah, well, for that,” Maxim chuckled with a cruel grin, “I think my sisters might have some excellent ideas on that count.”


Ch. 15 Major General

Posiva’s face showed nothing as she flipped through the documents that Maxim had given her. But that, in itself, was a tell. For Maxim knew only too well that his sister was an extraordinarily expressive woman. Therefore, if she was revealing nothing, it certainly wasn’t because there was nothing to hide, but because she herself didn’t know what to express.

He waited, the study they’d gathered in silent as a tomb. Katerina lurked near a bookcase, and far from Moira. Bitsy sat in a chair, her death ray across her lap, while Delia waited in the corner, polishing her monocle and watching them. Minua stood behind Posiva, her hand resting supportively on her sister’s shoulder as the other woman read.

When she finished going through the papers, Posiva lowered them and set them on her lap. “And these are authentic?” she asked hollowly.

“Absolutely,” Maxim said. “My spymaster is very good, and she found absolutely no record of any captain named Sullivan in not only the British Empire, but in any military record. I’m afraid, Posiva, that Sullivan is not the man he says he is.”

“...I see,” she said, her hands resting in her lap, subtly tightening on her skirt. “Would you kindly call him in?”

‘Of course,” Maxim said, glancing towards Moira and giving a nod.

The maid bowed and receded out the door soundlessly. Once she was gone Katarina relaxed where she leaned, the werewolf’s tail beginning its slow wag and golden eyes shining. Bitsy likewise eased back in the chair, casually inspecting her death ray, but with a wickedly eager smile on her face.

And no wonder. Though Maxim had told them he’d hoped for no trouble, he wasn’t putting it out of the question. He knew only too well his sister was prone to strong feelings, and being lied to by a man she had been in love with could lead to… accidents. Accidents which, as a good brother, Maxim would of course clean up, and would likewise defend his sister as certainly within her rights to be passionate about the events in question.

From beside Posiva, Minua leaned in and rested her hand on her sister’s. “Are you alright?” she asked.

Posiva took a deep breath, fortifying herself as she let it out, back straightening, eyes firmly gazing ahead. “I am fine,” she said. “But I will want answers.”

Minua silently nodded and settled back, waiting.

Moments later the door opened again and Moira glided in and off to the side, her eyes lidded as Sullivan jauntily entered. Maxim tried to hide his satisfaction, watching the man closely, and saw the way he picked up on the tension immediately. Pausing, straightening slowly, the captain (for that, at least, Maxim suspected he was) took in the crowd that filled the room.

“I… heard you wanted to see me, darling?” he said, finally turning towards her.

“I did,” Posiva said, rising to her feet, her chin raised, every inch of her bearing the pride and poise of twenty generations of nobility. “Sullivan? I have been given reason to believe that you… have not been entirely straight with me.”

He blinked, and then his expression tightened with sadness. “Ah,” he murmured.

“Yes,” Posiva continued. “I’ve been informed you’re not a captain of the Royal British Aeronaut Navy at all. Or even a deckhand. Or even a cabin boy. Is this true?”

Sullivan sighed, more of the stiffness leaving him. “I’m… afraid it is, Posiva.”

Her hands tightened on the papers she held with a pained crinkling. “I… I see,” Posiva murmured.

“Posiva,” Sullivan said, taking a step towards her. “Darling. May I… may I explain?”

“Explain?” Maxim demanded. “You dare to presume to-”

“Brother. Please,” Posiva said. “I… I want to hear this. Sullivan? Please. Tell me. Who are you?”

Sullivan sighed, turning away and striding over to the window. He gazed out at the simmering storm that swirled about the mountains. Hands behind his back, he gathered himself and turned to face them once more. “Posiva,” he said. “I’m afraid… Well, you see, I am not, in fact, a captain in the Queen’s Navy.”

“Oh,” Posiva said, wilting.

“No,” Sullivan continued sadly, bowing his head and pressing a hand to his chest. “I’m afraid I am… a pirate.”

Posiva perked up. “Oh?”

“Yes,” Sullivan sighed, turning away with a pained expression. “In fact, I was raiding the skies of Egypt when we met in Cairo. My uniform was one I had cobbled together from plunder taken from captive ships. But when I saw you, I was so struck by your beauty. Your poise. Your elegance as you broke the fingers of that pickpocket and dislocated his arm when he tried to punch you. When I saw all of that, I knew I must get to know you. But so too did I know that you would not be interested in a pirate. A rogue. A bastard and a thief and pillager!”

“Well, I mean, let’s not be hasty now,” Posiva demurred.

“What?” Maxim said, his head jerking towards Posiva.

“No!” Sullivan cried, spinning round with a tortured expression. “A woman like you deserves more in life than a man like that. A man who survives only by his wits and blade. Who lives by no rules but his own. Who has never known a home or the tender love of a woman aside from the doxies in scattered ports. Who has had ladies fling themselves at him, but never felt affection touch his heart until he saw you. Felt the alien heat of true passion. Of love!”

“Oooh,” Bitsy breathed, nibbling on her lower lip.

“Bitsy!” Maxim hissed.

“No,” Sullivan continued as if the pair had never spoken, his fists clenching with impassioned torment. “I knew you were too good for me. That you deserved a man of stability. Honour. Dignity! A man with office and title, not some buccaneer on the wrong side of the law. An orphan who clawed his way to captaining a band of rogues and murderers. A man who turned away from society and lived on the knife’s edge of the world for all his days. How? How could such a man approach a woman like you?

“And yet,” Sullivan sighed, pressing his hand to his face as if to hide his shame. “How could I not? Every time I saw you, I knew I couldn’t get enough. I lied to you, yes, yet I couldn’t stay away. I wanted you, even as I knew I wasn’t the man who could be with you.”

“So you’re not rich?” Bitsy asked.

Sullivan waved that off with a gloved hand. “No no. I’m exceedingly wealthy. Filthy with money,” he said despondently. “My mountain lair is fair to bursting with it. But such funds could never buy me what I truly desired. What I wanted. For it is all, I’m afraid, naught but ill-gotten gains.”

“From English ships?” Posiva pressed.

“Heavens no,” Sullivan cried, looking positively aghast. “I would never raid a ship flying the Union Jack. I am a loyal servant of the Eternal Queen. I even keep a portrait of her in my cabin aboard the Pinafore.”

“Ohhh,” Posiva breathed, fanning herself a bit.

“But!” Sullivan continued with a pained expression. “The fact remains I lied to you. I am not the man you thought I was. And when I saw you in the city and the docks, resplendently beautiful. Tender as the first unfurled rose of spring, to my shame, I did not understand my feelings. This alien love. I thought it but the heat of lust. And my first thought was to seduce you as another carnal conquest.”

“Aha!” Maxim exclaimed, stabbing a finger at him. “I- oof,” he grunted as Bitsy elbowed him in the stomach.

“But then I spent time with you,” Sullivan continued passionately. “Saw you fighting the Eternal Pharaoh’s undead legions. Battling the undead foe with a death ray, parasol, and corset. Beating them back with grace and womanly dignity in order to study the lost tombs of Egypt. Never had I seen a woman more refined. More lady-like while handling heavy ordinance, blowing apart the rotting hordes emerging from the Black Pyramids. And as you used the blade hidden in your parasol to slice the head off a mummy, I knew then and there that what I felt was more than mere physical passion. That I was in love with you. And that I could not tell you the truth, lest I lose you forever.”

“But you have told me the truth, Sullivan,” Posiva cried, rising from her seat, drawing near him and resting a hand on his arm. “Why? Why, when you thought I would reject you?”

“Dammit, Posiva!” he cried, seizing her arms, staring into her eyes, teeth grit and fairly trembling with passion. “It’s because I love you too much! How? How could I live with you when burdened by a lie? How could I live with myself while still lying to you? Speaking such poisons in your ear? I’d rather die, Posiva. I would rather plunge my own blade into my heart! Drive my airship into Krakatoa itself than lie to you here again.

“And that’s why I must go,” he said, releasing her.

“Go?” Posiva said in surprise.

“Yes,” Sullivan said, sighing. “You would not want a man like me. You deserve better. I was wrong to play this part for so long. But now you know the truth of what I am, and we cannot be together. Farewell, my love,” he said, turning and stepping away.

“No!” Posiva cried, grabbing his hand.

Sullivan stopped dead and looked back in shock. “No?” he said.

“No?” Maxim exclaimed in disbelief.

“No!” Posiva said again, pulling him close. “I don’t care, Sullivan. I don’t care that you’re a pirate. A rogue and corsair of the skies. I don’t care that you lied to me then. I love you now! And I’d rather die with you than see us apart.”

“Posiva,” Sullivan said, trembling. “You… you can’t mean that…”

“But I do,” Posiva said, pulling him closer, gazing soulfully into his eyes. “I do.”

For a moment Sullivan didn’t seem to know how to respond. Words failed him. But actions did not. In a sudden surge of emotion he seized her, swept her up, and pressed a crushing kiss to the lovely young woman.

“Awwww,” Bitsy sighed, resting her cheek against her clasped hands.

“Ugh,” Maxim grunted sourly, scowling with arms crossed as the pair kissed in his castle. Kissed as if never to let one another go.

Katarina shuffled in closer. “You still want me kill?” she asked under her breath, flexing a hand and claws.

Maxim’s lips writhed, but he shook his head. “No,” he growled. “No, dammit. I suppose not.”

She shrugged and drew back.

“Aw, Sparky. See?” Bitsy giggled, nudging him playfully. “You are a romantic.”

“I suppose so,” he groused. “Alright!” he shouted, moving forward and waving his arms. “Alright. The kiss is over. Come on. Break it up.”

The pair separated, though by the longing and adoring look they cast one another Maxim genuinely wondered if it was an improvement. Not to mention they still remained in each other’s arms. “Thank you, brother,” Posiva said with a beaming smile cast Maxim’s way. “For looking out for me. And for repairing this rift between us before it could have grown too wide. Now,” she said, looking lovingly into Sullivan’s eyes. “Now, I feel like we are even closer.”

“Delightful,” Maxim said bitterly.

“And I thank you too, Maxim,” Sullivan said, reaching out and resting a hand on the tyrant’s shoulder. “If ever you have need of me, I assure you, you only need to ask. On my honour as a man of the skies.”

“Right. Well. Happy to help,” Maxim said coldly, shrugging the other man’s hand off.

“We simply must start planning for the wedding,” Posiva gushed.

“Wedding!” Maxim yelped.

“Wedding?” Bitsy squealed with glee, clapping her hands.

“Yes! Our wedding!” Sullivan cried passionately. “Once I have received my letter of pardon from her Majesty, I will have the respectability to be worthy of your hand. And then, nothing stands in our way.”

“Is that so,” Maxim growled, even as his mind frantically thought of something that could be crammed in there.

“We should have the celebration here!” Bitsy said.

“Here!?” Maxim exclaimed in horror.

“Oh, that would be marvelous!” Posiva cried. “Wouldn’t it darling?”

“I can think of nothing better, my sun and stars,” Sullivan said, gazing soulfully into her eyes.

Maxim’s lip twisted further with disgust. Ugh. He was forced to clasp his hands behind his back, lest he try and stab Sullivan’s eyes out.

But as he watched the pair embrace with passion and warmth, he supposed, reluctantly, that maybe they did love each other. But that didn’t mean he had to like it. Or him.

And, well, he supposed he could at least live with that.


Ch. 16 Bloodsuckers

Jules had a very good feeling about this one.

After all, why shouldn’t he? He’d always gotten along well with vampires. They were true blue bloods, even if it was someone else’s first. Regardless, they were aristocrats of the highest and most esteemed order. They knew what was needed. What was deserved. They knew how to treat a fellow member of their class, no matter where they’d come from.

Something especially encouraging was how he’d been conducted since arriving at the mansion on the outskirts of the Burdenga. No sooner had he announced himself at the funereal home than he’d been conducted inside, and welcomed to a sumptuously appointed waiting room. There, some truly wonderful vintages of wine had been provided, along with some delightful company who, though lacking in a pulse, certainly weren’t lacking in the chest area, nor in the fashion sense to show it off.

Yes, Jules mused happily as he accepted another glass of wine from a breathy pale woman with an almost scandalously low-cut gown. This was how a guest of his rank should be treated.

It was almost a pity when another vampire in a crimson chemise drifted soundlessly into the room, clapping her hands amiably. “Alright, girls,” she said in a throaty voice. “That’s enough. Our dear mistress is ready to see him.”

Coos and pouts of disappointment came from the beauties flanking Jules as he reluctantly rose. “Sorry, ladies. So sorry,” he said. “We’ll try and pick this up later, eh?”

“We’d be honoured, my lord,” the newcomer said, smiling affably as she gestured him through the door.

Jules went, the vampire joining him. The dark hallway stretched forth before them, wrapped in silence and wine-red curtains. At its end awaited an enamelled door. His guide opened it, bowing him in, and Jules passed through.

The lounge he’d been admitted to was as grimly opulent as the room before. In fact, it was even more so. A vampire sat at the harpsichord, her fingers delicately stroking the keys to call forth a melancholic melody. Candelabras glowed here and there, washing the room in a velvety gloom while large windows looked out over the midnight gardens.

A large couch and several sumptuous chairs decorated the room. On the larger reclined what could only be the mistress of this branch of the Crimson Court, and he had to say they’d made an excellent choice.

Even surrounded by the ageless beauty of her fellow vampires, this one was a mark above them all. There was a predatory elegance about her, radiating from her with every lazy movement. Her hair was dark and fell in lush curls around her face. Diamonds sparkled from her ears and a silken ribbon was wrapped around her throat. Her gown was tight, particularly around the chest, yet flared out from her waist in ruffles. It was the sort of aristocratic elegance that was almost a thing of the past. A queen in her throne room of attendants, all waiting on him.

When she saw him, the vampiress smiled her fanged smile and rose silkily. “Lord Jules!” she gushed, crossing the room in a few steps and taking his hand. “There you are. It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“You must be Lady Triana,” Jules said, accepting her hand before dipping into a bow, brushing his lips across her knuckles.

“I am indeed. And I must say it’s truly a pleasure to welcome such an esteemed gentleman to my home,” the vampiress said.

Coquettish laughter came from the hangers-on about the room.

“But come. Sit!” Triana cried, drawing him in and settling him on a richly embroidered lounge chair near her. “You must be simply exhausted. The journey to the manor is quite the long one.”

“I’d have gone to China to meet a beauty such as you,” he said.

Another titter of amusement came from the ladies at that jest, and even Triana laughed wryly. “Well! It seems you do know how to flatter, my dear sir. And I must say how nice it is to welcome such a cultured gentleman to our midst. It’s been so long since we’ve had one, and frankly I’d grown almost bored of the boors out here.”

“I can assure you, my lady, I am far from such,” Jules replied as he accepted a drink from a butler with a pallor he’d only seen on corpses. The fact that the man’s skin clung to his bones and his lips appeared to be stitched shut weren’t helping. “In fact, it’s exactly that which I’ve come to speak to you about.”

“I’m your most attentive audience,” Triana said as she settled herself on her couch like an indolent cat.

Jules smirked, easing back as several lovely vampires clustered around his chair, watching him attentively. “You see,” he began, swirling his drink. “I’ve come to you with a proposition.”

“A proposition? How interesting.”

Jules inclined his head. “Yes. I’ve long been an avid supporter of the Crimson Court, and have a number of good friends that belong to your esteemed order. I’ve even attended some of your midnight festivities, when the blood moon is full and certain… events take place.”

“My my,” Triana breathed, her bosom heaving subtly at the admission, her eyes glowing softly red. “You have been deep among my kind.”

“It’s my honour to have been,” Jules said, though smothered a shudder at the memory of those parties. As it turned out, what a bunch of bloodsucking aristocrats did behind closed doors wasn’t just party games and whist. And the games they had played hadn’t been for the faint of heart. Or weak of stomach.

“As a result of my familiarity with your kind,” Jules continued amiably, “I’ve come to think of myself as somewhat attuned with your culture and behaviours. So I know how much it must rankle you all to be under the careless dominion of such a weak man as my brother.”

Triana chuckled, easing back and touching a finger to her ruby-red lips. “Well, you’re not wrong,” she said, tilting her head to one of the pale beauties at her side. Triana touched the other woman’s neck, her finger tracing the contour of the lesser vampire’s jawbone, drawing a shuddering gasp from her. “Us vampires do have a certain appreciation for the more… forceful and powerful. Part of being a denizen of the night, I suppose.”

“Exactly,” Jules said, leaning forward, tapping a finger onto the arm of his chair for emphasis. “Exactly right. You and your kind deserve more. My brother doesn’t understand your kind the slightest. He’d wouldn’t see the nobility of your culture, instead probably denying you the right to occasionally feed on the populace.”

“Too true,” Triana sighed, resting her cheek in her palm. “He’s put so many restrictions on us. Do you know? He’s demanded we not even feed on orphans. Even though a child’s blood is the most succulent of them all. Especially when they’re frightened.”

Jules shook his head. “Scandalous,” he sighed. “Maximilian can be so culturally insensitive. I mean, what’s a few orphans being drained? Who’d even complain? Their parents?” He snorted.

“Exactly,” Triana said with a wry smile. “I can see why my fellows have been so taken with you.”

“Thank you,” Jules said. “Which brings me back to my main point, and the reason for my visit. You see, no one is as familiar with the ineptitude of my brother as me. And really, his mismanagement of this entire region has been, frankly, embarrassing to our entire family. We simply cannot tolerate it further. Which is why I’ve come to, shall we say, bring Grimmwald into proper compliance.”

“Why Lord Volt,” Triana said with a sardonic smile. “Are you proposing to… depose your brother?”

“It’s for everyone’s own good, really,” Jules said, easing back into his chair with a flippant gesture. “Bring the whole valley and region some proper control and rulership. Rid it of this frippery that my brother indulges in. The valley needs someone with experience running a noble estate. Someone with the proper sort of cultural understanding to help bridge the divides with people.”

“I see,” Triana purred, unfurling a fan with a flick of her wrist, the snapping sound sharp in the sultry quiet of the room. “And, I take it you’d like some assistance from my court.”

“You’d not find me an ungrateful lord,” he assured her. “Having you at the table when the dust settles would be extremely helpful. Not just for ridding us of my brother, but ensuring compliance of Burdenga.”

“You’d give us the populace?” she asked with an upraised brow.

Jules flicked his fingers dismissively. “It’s the plebeian's lot to labour for their betters. And who is better than us?”

“Quite so,” Triana said, fluttering her fan before her face, her eyes lidded, watching him intently as her smile grew wide.

“Then I can count on your support?” he asked.

Triana laughed gaily. “Oh my no.”

His smile froze on his face. Jules blinked. “What?”

“Though your offer is exceedingly generous,” Triana said. “I’m afraid I’ve already tied myself to your brother. Oh, to be sure,” she giggled, “I could switch sides quite easily. But that would assume I think you’d win this little fratricidal power struggle, and to put it plainly, I do not. Lord Maxim Volt has proven himself incredibly adept at surviving attempts on his life, and far better, cleverer, and, frankly, more attractive people than you have tried to kill him and failed.”

“Are you… did you just call me ugly?” Jules demanded.

“In a more roundabout way, yes,” Triana replied. “I mean really,” she laughed. “You didn’t even come here with a gift. Or a threat. Or both! Which leads me to believe you’re either not serious about this business, or simply kind of stupid.”

“Stupid!” Jules snarled, his grip tightening, shattering the glass he held. “How dare you! I bested my brother once. I had him thrown out of our home! Disowned! Banished! Does that sound like a stupid man?”

“And now he’s the lord of Grimmwald! And you’re… what was it you’re the lord of again?” she asked.

“I… That is…”

Triana lifted a finger and tapped it in the air demonstratively. “And that’s the crux of it. You may not be stupid, Jules. But you’re plainly not that good at planning ahead. And unfortunately for you, us vampires tend to plan more in the timetable of decades. And a man who can’t even hold onto the family he seized for a few years before getting ousted seems like a poor horse to bet on. Now! A man who came to a crumbling ruin, built himself a power base, fended off several very powerful challengers, and now rules the region with a despotic iron fist? Ah,” Triana said, giving her fan a flutter. “My word! A man like that could give a lady the vapours. And has, if I hear correctly.”

“Am I to understand,” Jules growled, leaning forward, “that you are not going to join me in ousting my brother?”

“In essence, yes,” Triana said.

“Then why the hell did you invite me into your home?” Jules demanded.

“Why, that’s quite simple,” Triana giggled. “Because I’m still on something of the outs with your brother. And I reasoned that delivering him your head would be a wonderful way of assuring him of whose side I’m on.”

Jules froze. He suddenly became aware that the air in the room had changed. No longer was it decorously gloomy with a hint of faded grandeur and a hint of too much perfume. Now, the darkness around him seemed more menacing. More threatening. The eyes of the vampires scattered about the room gleamed crimson with hunger as they gazed at him. Several hands landed on his shoulders, and he looked about sharply at the women who’d been crowding his chair, and now saw the bloodlust in their gaze, and he felt the tightness of their grasp on his arms.

“And,” Triana continued, her fangs gleaming as she watched him, “I doubt your brother would be too cross if we had a bit of… fun with you first.”

Hell. Jules wrenched himself out of his chair with a sharp motion, surprising the vampires who clung to him. He whirled to face them, one of his arms unfolding to reveal the lit tongue of a pilot light. He took aim and fired.

Vampires shrieked and lurched back at the gout of flames that erupted from his flamethrower. He spun, the tongue of flames roaring as he backed quickly towards the door, warding away the vampires with plumes of flame.

“Whores!” he snarled. “You’ll rue this day, you wretched bloodsucking harlots! I’m Jules Volt! And you’ll see the price for-”

Mist swirled before him and he looked up as Triana manifested before him. She smiled, baring her fangs as she grabbed his arm and pulled.

Jules screamed with pain as his arm was wrenched free, wiring crackling as it was ripped apart and metal creaking as bolts were wrenched out. Oh, sweet bloody fuck, not again! He staggered back as Triana hefted his torn arm, smirked, and tossed it aside.

Panting, Jules looked about wildly, then saw the curtains. He glanced back at the vampires closing on him, snarled, and activated his hidden mechanism. His chest plate sprang open, and several flash grenades rolled free. With a bang they detonated, a blinding light searing the air.

Vampires screamed in surprise and pain, and Jules turned about, hurling himself at the window. He crashed through it, hitting the withered lawn on the other side in a roll before bounding back to his feet and racing into the night.

“Get him, my darlings!” he heard Triana shout from the manor. “Bring him to me!”

Jules swore, legs pumping as he crashed through stringy rosebushes and ran towards the front of the mansion. Damn. Damn damn damn!

“Idiots!” he spat hoarsely. “Fools! They’ll pay for this. They’ll all pay for this! No one attacks me! No one does this to me!”

Such furious curses carried him around the house, but he couldn’t disguise the relief he felt when he spotted his dark carriage waiting there, the driver he hired standing on his seat and staring at the manor with uncertainty.

“Don’t just look, you useless dolt!” Jules snarled at him as he grabbed the door of the carriage and wrenched it open. “Drive, you bastard. Drive!”

The coachman looked down at him, then back up as the shrieking wail of vampires on the hunt rose in the night. Wisely, the man didn’t waste another second, not even to sit down as he grabbed up the reins and snapped his whip.

The horses took off with alacrity, lunging into motion, almost tearing the door of the carriage from Jules’s hand as he tried to climb in. He hopped to keep pace with it, his one arm making things difficult, but at last he managed to drag himself inside.

Gasping, Jules fell against his seat, not even the jolting of the carriage enough to anger him. Relief bled through him in a wave. Made it. Hells, he’d made it! He chuckled ruefully. That’d show them. Wretched parasites! It’d take more than some bloodsuckers to catch him. He was Jules bloody Volt!

“Bastards,” he grunted, fishing a cigar out of his pocket. He was going to save it to celebrate the vampires joining him, but hell. His escape deserved something. Sticking it between his teeth, he reached for his lighter.

Then froze at a low scraping sound.

His eyes moved back up and slowly focused on the seat on the other side of the carriage. It was occupied.

Katarina smiled at him, her yellow eyes glowing amid the shadows. A file slid along her very sharp claws.

“Hi,” she said.

Jules screamed


Ch. 17 Expert Opinion

Though Maxim still wasn’t thrilled at his sister’s decision to stay with the liar that was Sullivan, he supposed it did offer an interesting perspective to his continuing courtship of Beatrix Aris.

That thought was high in his mind as he mounted the Yaga and set off back to Burdenga for his next dinner date. Though, that was hardly all. As the loping machine sprang down the perilous road towards town, Maxim touched his breast pocket again, feeling the slim volume that was secreted away there. Thanks to the castle’s previous butler, he’d only been able to gather a fragmented amount of information concerning what his uncle had been working on. But just maybe Beatrix might have more to tell.

In fact, the more Maxim thought about it, the more likely she could help him. He knew that his uncle and Beatrix’s father had been working together on various projects.

Added to that, every spark worth his salt tended to always be looking for an excuse for a good long-winded rant. No man of science and genius could resist extolling the virtues of his latest diabolical creation to everyone within hearing, which had meant the new science of wired radio had been eagerly adopted by egomaniacs across Europa. But every lunatic preferred a captive audience they could look at. And if no heroes who happened to be captured infiltrating the castle were on hand, then family would have to do. Which meant that Beatrix may have witnessed one of said rants in person.

It was, admittedly, a bit of a long shot. But Maxim was having dinner anyway, so why not take it?

The Yaga hissed as it reached the Bloomin’ Onion, which was apparently the location of tonight’s dinner. Coming to a jerky halt, the machine knelt down, allowing Maximt to crack open the door and step onto the sidewalk, adjusting his hat as he did. He shut the door behind him and locked it, not that he suspected anyone would try and steal the Yaga. Would-be thieves tended to avoid a spark’s personal means of conveyance. Firstly due to boobytraps that naturally stuffed the thing, and secondly because even if one did manage to take a joy ride, people who played with tesla coils and stitched together monsters tended to hold grudges, and had a great many ideas of what to do to those foolish enough to cross them.

Turning, Maxim made his way towards the doors of the restaurant, and was pleased to see Delia within, tonight dressed as the maître d’.

“Is Beatrix inside?” Maxim asked, handing her his hat and goggles.

“Just arrived a few minutes ago, my lord,” his seneschal said promptly.

“Good. Good. And the menu?”

“Of the highest quality, my lord. I had a word with the chef.”

“Not a threat?”

“Goodness no, sir,” Delia said, looking positively affronted. “He had no need. The threat is implied.”

“I suppose it would be,” Maxim grunted.

“Besides, it would hardly be necessary,” she added primly. “The chef is a true son of the valley, and wouldn’t dream of doing anything but his best for the Master’s dinner. It is a point of honour, my lord.”

“Is it? Well, good,” Maxim said, looking inside. “Suppose I’d best get to it.”

“Best of luck, my lord,” Delia said warmly.

Maxim nodded, steeled himself, and ventured into the restaurant.

He picked out Beatrix’s table instantly, and not just because of Zava standing nearby like a crudely repaired mannequin. Beatrix herself was positively breathtaking. She’d opted for a black gown tonight, one with silver trim which flattered her figure marvellously. A diamond necklace dipped along her collarbone, and her hair was done up in a wavy fashion that showed off a neck that’d make a vampire need a cold shower.

“Beatrix,” he said warmly as he approached the table.

Her head snapped up towards him. “Ah,” she said, rising and fidgeting “Maxim. About time.”

Though he was on time exactly, Maxim knew better than to make a hash of that fact. “Sorry. Had some family matters back at the castle that needed some looking into,” he said, taking a seat. “You look lovely tonight.”

“Thank you,” Beatrix said with great dignity as she dipped in a curtsy, a smile tugging at her lips as she took her seat again. She brushed a hand back against her hair. “It’s a simple thing, really. Just dug it out of the trunk for tonight. Didn’t I?” she added with a warning look at Zava, whose grin suggested she was on the verge of saying something.

“Oh yes,” the maid said sweetly. “Exactly right, my lady. Something you just threw together.”

“Exactly,” Beatrix said with satisfaction.

“Then I am impressed,” Maxim said. “As always, you have a keen eye for fashion.”

“W-well, it is only befitting a woman of my status,” Beatrix said haughtily. “A daughter of Duke Aris has only the finest taste in which to indulge in. It’s only proper, you know.”

“Of course,” Maxim said, accepting the menu from a waiter. “Speaking of,” he said as Beatrix scanned her own. “I was wondering if I might ask a few questions concerning that.”

Beatrix lifted her head over the edge of her menu. “Hm? Such as?”

“Do you happen to have any idea what your father and my great uncle were working on?” Maxim asked intently.

Beatrix cocked her head, puzzled. “Not particularly,” she said. “I remember my father had been helping your uncle with something. Apparently, that was how this whole marriage business started. Father has long been keen to gain some foothold in Grimmwald, and marriage seemed the likeliest avenue.”

“Were you originally supposed to marry him?” Maxim asked.

The look of sudden disgust that writhed across Beatrix’s face was answer enough.

“That bad, hm?” Maxim asked, trying to hide his smile.

“Ugh! Worse than that,” she said with a shudder. “No offence meant to your family, Maxim, but he was an odious man. Unpleasant and an utter bastard who seemed to think he was God’s gift to humanity. Ugly, toad-like, and with the most unpleasant laugh you’ve ever heard! Frankly, I don’t know how my father could stand your uncle for more than ten seconds without trying to stab him in the throat. Again, no offence.”

“None taken. My uncle seemed to have that effect on people,” Maxim admitted. To be honest, he was beginning to realize that his uncle hadn’t just been disliked, but downright loathed. Maybe there was a reason beyond just madness that he lived alone? Even among his contemporaries, who often considered their fellow man test subjects at best, he was despised.

Beatrix nodded. “It was partly why I was so against this engagement. When I thought of being forced to marry something related to that man, I just… ugh,” she shuddered again.

“Not that the mistress thinks that way of you,” Zava noted.

“Oh! No, I don’t. Not at all,” Beatrix quickly said.

“She often waxes about how handsome you are, my lord,” Zava continued contentedly.

“I-I do not!” Beatrix squeaked.

“Really?” Zava asked with surprise. “But all those entries in your diary…”

“I told you not to read that!”

“What are you saying, my lady? You told me to spellcheck it. Remember? Something about grammar.”

“No! I never did!” Beatrix yelped.

“Ah. My mistake,” Zava said.

Now used to the pair’s antics, Maxim merely let it play out as the waiter returned for their order, along with a bottle of chilled wine. Once the man had gone, Maxim turned back to Beatrix, eager to resume their conversation.

“Tell me,” he said, producing the journal from his pocket and passing it to Beatrix, “what do you make of this?”

Surprised, Beatrix took the book and flipped through it, her eyes narrowing and lips thinning with thought. “Interesting,” she murmured. “It's code.”

“It is,” Maxim said. “I haven’t been able to make much sense of it, I’m afraid. Do you recognize it?” he asked.

“In generalities,” she said thoughtfully. “I can make some of it out. It appears to be some sort of treatise on electricity. But not quite what we understand it. But rather, the electrical current of living things. Galvanism.”

“I’ve heard of it,” Maxim said, easing back in his chair. “The science of revivification of corpses. I’ve delved into it now and then.”

“Partly, yes. But that’s mere child’s play compared to this,” Beatrix scoffed. “Any spark with even a modicum of understanding of stitching, valves, and voltage can revive a monster given a strong enough storm. But this is…” She shook her head in amazement. “This is something else entirely. Your uncle seems to have believed he discovered a new type of galvanic force. Something almost… transdimensional. It’s fascinating.”

“What do you mean?” Maxim asked eagerly.

Beatrix didn’t answer at first, her eyes intent as she flipped through the pages. “I’m not entirely sure,” she said slowly. “Some of these notes are incomplete, and the code is painfully complex. Fragments of thought. Your uncle was a poor note taker.”

“Evidently,” Maxim said. “But could you translate it for me? It would mean a lot if you could.”

Beatrix blinked and raised her head, staring at him. “It… it would?”

“Very,” he said.

“How much?”

“Sorry?”

“What my lady is asking, I believe,” Zava put in pleasantly, “is how much would you appreciate it? Naturally it would not be lovemaking, for our fair lady would never dream of using this as an opportunity to see if rumours of your sexual appetite and prowess are true.”

“Y-yes! Of course not,” Beatrix said hotly, her face flushing.

“Indeed, my lady. Such lewd things as penetration is completely out,” the maid continued, making a circle with her index finger and thumb, then thrusting her other index finger into it. “Such raunchy debauchery should be saved for one’s wedding night. But my lady is given to understand there are other methods of carnal pleasure that exist that do not require one to sausage the bun, as it were.”

“Y-yes! Exactly,” Beatrix said, then froze. “Wait. I mean-”

“To romp in the gardens,” Zava continued. “Hide the weasel. Make the beast with two backs. And not in a literal sense.”

“Z-Zava!” Beatrix yelped furiously. “That’s not… I m-meant a date! A date!” she cried, blushing hotter than a steam engine on the verge of blowing.

“Ah, my apologies, mistress,” Zava said, bowing faintly, but Maxim caught the mirth which sparkled in her eyes. “I’m sure a visit to the opera would be equally stimulating to your feminine sensibilities.”

Easing back in his chair, Maxim watched the exchange with bemusement, the corner of a lip lifted as his eyes moved from one to the other. Whatever opera they did end up going to, he doubted it would be nearly as entertaining as this. “I’d be delighted to take you,” Maxim informed her.

Beatrix turned back to him, some of the redness leaving her face, though a speckling of a flush remained to rouge her cheeks. “You… you would?”

“Of course,” he replied. “It’s been some time since I’ve been to a show. None of the women I know are terribly into them.”

Which was an unfortunate truth. The last time he’d taken Bitsy to the opera she’d quickly gotten bored and screamed fire in the crowded theater, and though Maxim had no evidence she had set the fires, it was a bit suspicious how it happened after she went to the bathroom and borrowed his matches. And he really didn’t want to see just what Katarina might do at a play of any kind. If he brought her to a performance of Midsummer Night’s Dream, she was liable to try and take down Nick Bottom and try to eat his mule head. And people did not go to a theater to see someone eat ass.

Well, most people didn’t.

Either way best not to risk it, in his opinion.

Plus, if he was to wed Beatrix, as was increasingly likely and, frankly, Maxim was finding less and less reason to object to, he supposed it would be good to get to know her in less… technical settings beyond the lab and these awkward dinner dates. Already he was beginning to see sides of her he had, until now, merely suspected at best. Her awkwardness and the ease with which she blushed. The passion in her and her pride, which often got in her own way when expressing herself. It was, dare he say… cute.

“I’ll make the arrangements at once,” Maxim said.

“At once?” Beatrix said, blinking in surprise. “But… but I haven’t finished it yet.”

“Let’s just say I’m confident you’ll manage.”

Beatrix blushed hotly and hastily took a sip of wine to cover it. Zava smirked and gave him an approving nod as the waiter arrived with their food, circumspectly sliding it before the both of them

“I um,” Beatrix said, dabbing at her lips with a napkin. “That should be… should be lovely. I’m looking forward to it,” she said, ducking her head and hastily beginning to eat.

Maxim chuckled and sipped his wine, admiring the woman across from him.

Yes. Quite cute indeed.


Ch. 18 Grimm-oire

Though Maxim had great confidence in what Beatrix might be able to glean from his uncle’s notes, that didn’t mean he was going to simply wait on her. Like all great men of science, he believed there were many avenues of reaching a solution. New threads of inquiry which could unearth truth. And much like Sir Isaac Newton was willing to use his knowledge of not only science, but also of eldritch powers to compel demons to his service in taking down counterfeiters for the Royal Mint, Maxim was willing to use more… esoteric sources for his research.

And fortunately, he happened to find himself in possession of a witch.

The best part was Tabitha was in fact a real witch, and not just a woman who made her home out of delicious but structurally unsound gingerbread. She’d been one of his would-be brides before the marriage with Beatrix had been settled on firmly. Though she’d initially hoped to seduce him using a drugged apple, he’d managed to come to a compromise with the witch that didn’t require the use of aphrodisiac fruit baskets. She’d taken up residence in the Tower of Crows, so named because of the large population of the birds. According to Moira, it had also been where the old masters used to hang the corpses of their enemies. Ravens didn’t easily forget that kind of reliable meal.

Bitsy had volunteered herself to come along, much to Maxim’s exasperation.

“Come on, Sparky,” she said as she followed him up the spiralling steps of the tower. “She loves me! I’ll be able to squeeze any extra info right out of her.”

“We won’t need to squeeze anything,” Maxim told her, his cane clicking on the steps as he climbed. “We’re just going to ask her about the castle and what the witches know. It’s not like we have to interrogate her. Tabitha lives here at my invitation. I doubt she’ll hold out on me if I ask politely.”

“Okay, but if she does, can we torture her a little? Maybe some straps and a paddle or something?”

“I sincerely doubt it’ll come to that,” Maxim noted.

"Then let's threaten her with a spanking first. Maybe that’ll inspire her to keep quiet.”

“Don’t you mean inspire her to talk?”

“Oh Sparky,” Bitsy snorted with a mischievous grin, “you still don’t understand the heart of a woman.”

Maxim merely rolled his eyes. They’d reached the upper level, where several windows opened up. Metal rods projected from their rims, along with chains that rattled in the wind. A number of crows were perched on them, and the black birds watched Maxim as he knocked on the door. “Tabitha?” he called. “Are you in there?”

“One moment!” he heard her reply.

Maxim waited patiently, hearing faint rustling and movement within. Then the door opened and the witch beamed at him.

It was an oddly incongruous expression. Tabitha did not resemble most witches Maxim had either met or heard of, who tended to be in the most cold and bitter of their winter years, usually bent double and dressed in such heavy shawls and cloaks it was a wonder they could get around.

By contrast, Tabitha was positively overflowing with youthful exuberance. Her hair was the sort of blonde you could spin gold from. Her figure was firmly rounded in a way that brought to mind spring, fertility, and the enticing prospect of ‘skyclad’ dancing, and her eyes were blue like the deepest sea.

Her dress only called attention to all of this. When she first met Maxim, she’d been done up as modestly as a babushka, but now she was more like a showgirl at the bawdiest of French salons. She was dressed all in black, and possibly in spider web given how sheer much of it was. Her clothes hugged her figure while slits in the sides allowed her supple thighs to lusciously poke out. Halfmoon earrings hung from her ears, while charms and bracelets draped her arms and neck, emphasizing a plunging neckline.

“Tabitha,” Maxim said. “Mind if we come in?”

“Of course not! Come in, please! Oh, um, mind your step,” she added quickly.

Maxim did, stepping into the room and taking it in. The tower was positively stuffed with tools of witchcraft, including jars of labeled potions, a bubbling cauldron, and bookcases filled with arcane tomes. However, unlike most witch’s chambers, it was remarkably clean, with the jars of eye of newt not only properly labeled, but even dated to when they had been bottled. The books were alphabetized by their author, and even the stuffed crocodile hanging from the ceiling appeared to have been recently dusted.

“Sorry about the mess,” Tabitha said as she bustled about. “I’m still moving in and am getting organized. Plus, I’ve been so busy! I’ve been holding classes in town about witchcraft and the art of magic. I’ve even been approached by the Grand Chromium Company about my recipe for eyeshadow. They want to market it, and were most impressed with its lack of lead and arsenic.”

“Were they?” Maxim asked as he glanced around curiously.

“Very! And the girls have been flocking to my talks on mysticism, folklore, spells, and how to enthrall men. It’s been proving very popular!” Tabitha gushed, beaming. “You were so right my lord! Once the local ladies saw me giving my talks in the library, they were flocking to my lessons! I’ve had to rent out a larger space.”

“Yeah?” Bitsy asked impishly. “What have your talks been about?”

“All sorts of things. Summoning. Potion making. Oh! And I’m exploring this whole ‘sexual liberation’ business. It’s quite interesting. Have you tried it?” she asked, looking between him and Bitsy.

“Well, I did go to college,” Maxim demurred.

“Silly me,” Tabitha laughed with a chagrined smile. “Of course. I should have guessed with how many women you’re in a relationship with. So!” she asked, clapping her hands happily. “What do you need? A potion? Maybe a curse on one of your enemies? Oh! Or maybe you were looking for an unguent of virility?”

“Wh- No! No, not at all. I am ah… quite virile, I assure you.”

“And I can confirm!” Bitsy put in enthusiastically as she pressed against his back with a wiggle of her eyebrows. “He can go all. Night. Long. Rawr!”

Tabitha flushed. “Well, yes, I wasn’t doubting you of course, my lord,” she said quickly. “You do have quite the number of lovers. But well, satisfying them all every night seems like it might get a bit straining…”

“It’s not every night,” he assured her. “Well, not for lack of trying by Bitsy,” he amended after a moment. “At any rate, they usually take turns. But that’s not why I’m here.”

“No?”

“No,” Maxim said, settling himself in a chair. “The witches have been in the Grimm Valley for a long time, right?”

“Absolutely!” she declared happily. “We can trace our history all the way back to the ages before the Greeks, when witches were a part of a grand mother worshipping society that once dominated Europe.”

“What happened to them?”

“Well, it kind of fell off when agriculture and pants became a thing. A bit ironic, that.”

“I see,” Maxim said, leaning forward and clasping his hands as he fixed the witch with a stare. “Because I’ve been looking into what my uncle had been up to before his death. And a lot of it centered around the founding of Grimmwald.”

A flash of loathing went across Tabitha’s face. “Ah,” she said. “Right. Your… uncle.”

“You mentioned that the witches didn’t care much for him,” Maxim said. “Why was that?”

Tabitha shifted uncomfortably. “Well…”

He held up a hand. “Mentioning now and before we go forward that I greatly dislike my uncle and find him odious and short-sighted.”

“Oh,” Tabitha said, relaxing. “Well, now that you mention it, the witches of the region didn’t much care for him either.”

“What a shock,” Maxim said drily.

“I’ll say,” Bitsy snorted. “I can’t think of anyone with a good opinion of him. I bet even his mother hated him.”

“Actually, it seems she greatly cared for him,” Tabitha said. “Though he did still poison her.”

“He did?” Maxim asked. “How do you know?”

“Apparently he put out posters bragging about it,” Tabitha said with a shrug. “Not that it was too surprising. Actually, it’s quite common. She was the previous mistress of the castle, and he was always an ambitious man.”

Which might explain why Maxim’s grandmother hopped on the first dashing adventurer who wandered through the area, he thought suddenly. Though his grandmother had also seemed to be very much in love with his grandfather. Perhaps much like lead, betraying family was in the Volt blood, so to speak. “I see,” Maxim said.

Tabitha nodded. “When I was given the task of… er…”

“Doing the dirty with Sparky?” Bitsy suggested.

Redness brushed Tabitha’s cheeks with the delicacy of a blooming rose. “Yes, that, I talked to the other witches in the coven about your uncle. I hoped to get some kind of understanding about him and, therefore, you. Which apparently couldn’t be further from the truth,” she quickly added.

“I appreciate that,” Maxim said.

She nodded. “Yes. And what I learned of him was… not complimentary.”

“I remember,” Maxim said. “You told me that he rejected the coven.”

“Admittedly that hadn’t been the cause of our decline,” Tabitha said. “But it didn’t help. That, however, hadn’t been their first encounter with him. Apparently, your uncle had come to them before with questions.”

“About?”

“Well, the Cult of Orogorath.”

“The devil is that?” Maxim asked.

“Oh no,” Tabitha said quickly. “No no no. No devils. We’re quite well versed in those, I assure you. It was quite a bit older than them, actually. In fact,” she continued warmly, “it was the faith that once held sway in the valley long ago, before your ancestor, Coran, came and founded the castle.”

Maxim leaned forward, immediately intent. “Yes,” he said. “I’m actually going to an opera about it tomorrow night. But what can you tell me? The records in the castle are… spotty, at best.”

“Apparently that was your uncle’s opinion as well,” Tabitha told him, warming to the subject. “The witches were a bit cagey with the information. Even before he rejected our naked dancing, the sisterhood didn’t want much to do with him. But from what I understand, the Cult of Orogorath were a local group based around an ancient temple where Grimmwald now stands. They worshipped a god they said had descended from the heavens long ago.”

“I see,” Maxim said, not sure he was thrilled about that part. He’d known enough archaeologists and occultists (often the same person) to have a pretty good idea what gods revered by forest dwelling barbarians got up to. It generally involved black stones, knives, lots of blood, and any unfortunate outsiders who happened to wander into the area. “And… my ancestor…”

“Slew it, my lord,” Tabitha said. “Or, that’s what the books say. But the truth is more nuanced.”

“So he didn’t kill it?” Bitsy asked.

“I didn’t say that either,” Tabitha replied.

Bitsy frowned. “Huh? But, you said…”

“It has to do with the brides,” Tabitha continued. “You recall, my lord?”

“I think I remember some mention of it,” Maxim said. “He married the daughters of the priests or something?”

“Exactly so, my lord,” she said enthusiastically. “When Lord Coran came to the valley, he saw the rituals being carried out by the priests, and was amazed. Mainly about the treasures they kept. He then proceeded to slay them before they could sacrifice their daughters to the being they worshipped, which lived in a cavern beneath the temple. Then, given a hammer by the maidens, forged from the same material as the protective amulets of the priests, he descended into the temple, confronted the god, and bludgeoned it to death.”

“He beat a god to death?” Maxim said incredulously.

“Damn, Sparky,” Bitsy giggled, nudging him. “I see where you get it from now.”

“Exactly so,” Tabitha said happily. “And then he raised the foundations of his castle on the bones of the old temple once he tore it down, burying the remains of that dark being deep beneath the earth. The play is a bit more flowery about the whole thing, and adds in some musical numbers. It’s quite good actually.”

Maxim eased back in his chair, his brow furrowing at that. “I see…” he said softly.

“So… hold on,” Bitsy said, looking between them. “Then, does that mean that Moira is… like, some eldritch god or something?”

“The implications are there,” Maxim said thoughtfully. “But much doesn’t add up.”

“Like why she serves the descendants of the guy who caved her godself’s face in with a hammer?”

“That is one of them, yes.”

“Maybe it was a huge turn on?” Bitsy suggested.

“Possibly,” Maxim said, not sounding too convinced.

“Who can guess the workings of gods?” Tabitha said philosophically.

“But haven’t there been, like, a ton of servants since then?” Bitsy asked. “Your uncle had some butler or something, right?”

“He did,” Maxim said. “But he vanished when my uncle died. And Moira took his place.”

“As it has always been,” Tabitha intoned. “Whenever a new master of the castle claims their place, a new servant arises to assist them. A being who does not age or disobey. One that serves without fail. Always.”

Maxim shivered, though he supposed he shouldn’t. He’d known since he laid eyes on Moira that she wasn’t your average local who didn’t get enough sun. But if she was a manifestation of some dead ancient god or possibly something even stranger, he couldn’t say he was thrilled at the idea.

“And my uncle learned of this?” Maxim asked.

“He did, my lord,” Tabitha said. “It’s not exactly a big secret of course. As you said, there’s plays, performances, and even some tourist brochures about it.”

“Is there?”

“Oh yes.”

Maxim grunted in acknowledgement. So. His uncle had wanted to know more about that which lurked under the foundations of the castle. Well, and why not? It was hardly a strange idea. Maxim could hardly fault him on that. Who wouldn’t want to know if there were bodies buried in the basement of their new home? Especially if said body was an eldritch horror from beyond the realm of man and orbit of the stars. That was just due diligence, and surely brought up structural concerns.

Sadly, Maxim had a feeling his uncle had not been interested due to worries about a cracking foundation or extradimensional mold. The whole thing was giving him a headache. He sighed, rubbing his forehead with vexation. The more he knew, the more confused he became.

“Thank you, Tabitha,” he said, rising. “I appreciate this.”

“Any time, my lord,” she said, standing with him. “I’m pleased to serve.”

“Really?” Bitsy said with a grin. “Because now that you mention it, those virility treatments-”

“If I need anything else, I’ll give you a call,” Maxim said, steering Bitsy towards the exit. “This was incredibly helpful, really. Good luck with your… makeup line.”

“Thank you, my lord. I aim to please!”

“If you really wanted to, we could-”

Maxim covered Bitsy’s mouth with his hand until they were out the door and he’d firmly shut it behind them. Only then did he remove it, then wiped his palm on his waistcoat, as Bitsy had gotten a bit tongue-y.

“Must you lick me?” he noted irritably.

“Damn right I must. Hell, if I could have gotten one of your fingers, I’d have sucked on it,” Bitsy replied with a wink.

Maxim rolled his eyes as he started down the stairs. “You are incorrigible, Bitsy Malevola.”

“Of course!” she giggled, prancing down the steps after him with a flutter of her lab coat. “That’s what you love about me. But did you get what you wanted to know from her?”

“I got some information, yes,” Maxim replied, frowning. “But I’m still not entirely sure what to make of it.”

“Other than that your maid might be an eldritch being of unfathomable evil?”

“I already knew that,” Maxim grunted. “The ability to appear anywhere and constant suggestions I torture people clued me in. That doesn’t bother me.”

“True,” Bitsy hummed. “So, what is the problem?”

“The problem is she’s hiding things from me. Important things. And I’m getting the feeling that when my uncle got too close to whatever it was, he was killed.”

“You really think so?” Bitsy asked. “I mean, it’s not like the guy was popular. Sounds like almost anyone would have been happy to off him.”

“Maybe,” Maxim said, glancing back at Bitsy. “But how many previous masters have died the same way? Am I going to cross some line sooner or later that warrants me getting swallowed by the shadows in the corner?”

Bitsy opened her mouth. Closed it.

“Ah,” she said after a moment. “That does complicate things a bit, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Maxim confirmed, arms clasped behind his back. “I need to know more.”

“Uh huh. And where are you going to do that?”

Maxim glanced back at her tiredly. “Would you believe the theater?”


Ch. 19 Trilogy of Foes

The headache was back.

Again.

“Damn that wolf,” Jules groaned, one hand pressing the icepack against his throbbing skull, the other hand continuing to solder the joint on his next copy’s arm. “Damn that Maxim. Damn that castle. Damn those vampires. Damn, damn, damn them all to hell and back again! Ygor!” Jules snapped.

“Yeth, mathter?” the stitched hunchback called, bustling over to the workstation.

Jules flung the icepack at his minion. “It’s melted. Stick it in the ice box and get me a fresh one from the morgue!”

“Right away, mathter,” Ygor said, picking up the pack and limping away.

“And bring me an actual icepack this time!” Jules snapped at the retreating hill of a back. “I don’t want another severed foot, and I don’t care how cold you claim it is!”

“Of courthe, mathter,” Ygor said as he opened the door, stepping quickly aside however as Cortez and his entourage brushed past the minion.

Jules’s lips twisted in annoyance.

Wonderful. Just what he needed.

“What do you want?” Jules demanded as he spun back around on his stool, bending over and getting back to soldering. “I’m busy.”

“So I am seeing,” Cortez said, striding up near him and peering at his work without seeming interest. He smirked, then sidled away to move idly about the lab. “Just thought I’d come by and see how things are going with the big master plan. You know. The one you promised would be simple before we came here.”

“It is simple,” Jules snapped irritably. “There’s just been… hiccups.”

“Hmm. Is that so?” Cortez said, pausing to pluck an apple from a fruit bowl one of his attendants was carrying. “And… will there be others? Eh?”

“Of course not,” Jules scoffed. “Those first two I proposed would have been of use, certainly, but they’re hardly the greatest of our potential allies. My next target will assuredly join us. And once they have, Maxim won’t have a prayer of standing against me!”

“You are meaning us, yes?”

“Of course. Us.”

“Hmm,” Cortez murmured idly as he polished the apple on his cape. “Personally, I fail to see why you need to jump through all these hoops to get the job done. Why not just kill him?”

“You think it’s that easy?” Jules demanded with a dark glare at his so-called ‘partner.’ “I’ve tried that once, and it failed. And with his guard up, it will be doubly difficult! Especially as I’m down on cogs. My brother is not so easy to kill as you might think. Especially without the element of surprise. He’s a cockroach! A slimy, nasty, irritatingly persistent insect!”

“Oh ho? Or… mayhaps you’re just not trying hard enough,” Cortez said as he took a bite out of the apple.

Jules scoffed over the crackle of his weld. “Oh yes, I’m sure. Do you have any idea how hard it is to kill a Volt? My brother may be the least proficient in my family’s long and proud line, but he’s still of us. And we don’t go down easy.”

“Hmm. Perhaps you’re merely outmatched, eh?” Cortez mused.

“Think so?” Jules bit out, glaring at the other man with a sneaking suspicion. “Would you like to give it a go, then?”

Cortez laughed richly. “Well,” he said with a lazy grin, idly tossing the apple up and down. “Perhaps it would not be such a bad idea, eh? After all, are we not allies in this arrangement to depose your brother?”

Jules paused in his work, lifting his head and narrowing his eyes at the other man, thoughtful and suspicious. Naturally the alliance was the arrangement, more or less. But Jules sincerely doubted the fop would actually be able to take down his brother. Cortez was a decent enough spark, for a Spaniard anyway, but his main use in this alliance was mainly as a pack horse and purse.

Then again, Jules thought, if by some freak occurrence Cortez did manage to do the deed, then it would solve a few problems. Even King Richard was killed by some French cookboy with a bow, whereas all of Saladin’s djinn assassins had been thwarted by the English clockwork knights.

But there was another element to all this. Simply put, the fact they were having this conversation at all meant that Cortez might be losing patience, or at least respect for Jules and his work. If he denied the bastard the opportunity to strike, then it could make Cortez think Jules was exaggerating or worse, that he was superfluous to their plan.

If, however, he let the other man go, then Cortez would either kill Maxim, or be bested and slink back, defeated, tasting the humiliation that Jules had been forced to suffer for so long. An enticing possibility, for more than one reason.

Either way, it honestly seemed like a pretty good deal on his end.

“Fine,” Jules growled as he turned back, sparks crackling as he got back to work. “Try and kill my brother. I wish you all the best in your endeavour, though I won’t hold out much hope in your success.”

“Oh ye of little faith!” Cortez laughed with a swirl of his embroidered cape. “Well, fortunately for you I am having no qualms about cleaning up your mess, Jules. I will be considering it but a part of this little partnership of ours. And don’t worry. I’ll make sure I end him quickly.”

“I’d prefer you did it slowly,” Jules growled irritably.

“I suppose we’ll be seeing,” Cortez said, chuckling as he took another bite out of the apple, then tossed it to one of his servants, who cradled it like some holy relic. The Spaniard strolled away and to the door, another horned attendant hopping forward and opening it with a grinding creak before following his master back into the corridor. Jules caught Ygor ducking through just before it closed, the hunchback shuffling up to the table.

“Your ithe, mathter,” Ygor said, handing him the pack.

“Give me that,” Jules snapped, grabbing the cooling ice and pressing it to his forehead. Ah, that was so very much better. He sighed in relief as the aching subsided somewhat. Heavens but that was good…

“Are you… thure it wath withe to let Corteth go try and kill your brother?” Ygor asked uneasily.

One of Jules’s eyes snapped open and glared down at the hunchback. Seemed he’d been listening at the door again. “Why?” he demanded in a dangerous growl. “Are you questioning my decisions?”

‘Of courthe not, mathter,” Ygor quickly said. “I only athumed that you would have withed that pleathure for yourthelf.”

Jules continued to skewer Ygor with a glare for a moment more before scoffing and turning away. “Well, you’re not wrong,” he growled, resuming his work on the arm with a crackle of soldering metal. “But if necessary, I can deny myself that little indulgence, so long as my idiot brother is out of my hair for good!”

“You think Corteth will thucceed?”

Jules scoffed. “Hardly. He’ll likely fail and come crawling back here. Or die. Whichever. It matters little to me.”

“Ah. Of courthe.” Ygor was silent for a moment after that. “I do notith,” he continued in a voice the equivalent of crossing a frozen lake and hearing a sudden cracking, “that Mithter Corteth ith the finanthier of thith operation.”

“Your point being?” Jules demanded irritably.

“Well, only that, mathter, thould he die, it may make the… economical matterth of your work a bit more difficult.”

Jules paused in his welding, lifting his head as he considered that. He’d never really had to worry much about money before. The Volt estate brought in a considerable income, and he’d only really had to start pricing things after he’d been kicked out and cut off from the family's money. It had been very fortunate he’d managed to find a third son of one of the Hundred Houses when he did.

Not that it was surprising he had. Europa was littered with second, third, or former heirs who’d been disqualified for inheritance because of scandal or they had their brains put in a jar, and all were out looking for a castle or domain to call their own. Among the aristocracy, first sons tended to get the family estate, and the rest had to fend for themselves. This generally either meant finance, politics, or going out and stealing someone else’s holdings. Naturally, most heirs wouldn’t do something as crass as get a job, which meant there were plenty of sparks wandering about, looking to seize some weak fool’s lands and title.

Naturally, Jules did not count himself among them. After all, he wasn’t some rejected failson out to try and establish himself. He was a tragic Byronic figure, rejected by vengeful family members from his rightful domain, leaving him no choice out to reclaim what was rightfully his. That he had to partner with some itinerant noble was a source of acute embarrassment. Fortunately, it was a temporary situation.

But the money…

The airship…

The booze…

“I’m… sure it will be fine,” Jules said, leaning back down and resuming his work. “Most likely Cortez will try and kill Maxim, realize he can’t hope to best my brother without me, and come back, tail between his legs like the whipped dog he is.”

“But mathter…”

“Do not argue with me, Ygor!” Jules snapped, his patience done. “Now hurry up and go get me that Mylar 3 socket wrench. Now!”

“Yeth, mathter!” Ygor yelped, clomping away towards the tool rack.

Jules huffed and turned back to his work. Yes. It would be fine. And even if Cortez died, then so what? Jules could handle this entire affair himself. And once he had the assistance of his next target… oh yes, he thought, a smirk curling his lip. Yes, things would be settling up very well indeed then…


Ch. 20 What’s Opera, Doc?

The Burdenga Opera House was typical of important buildings in town, in that it was large, dressed with more buttresses and gothic flair than a cathedral, and had probably once been used to house criminals, the insane, and executions. Little had changed since then, in Maxim’s opinion, only now the executions involved falsettos instead of stilettos, the lunatics were in the writer’s room, and the criminals set the prices at the bar.

Still, it was one of the few ‘cultural’ locations in Burdenga. Like most places in Europa, you couldn’t take three steps without tripping over history, but culture was something distinct from that. Culture was history with all the naughty bits shaved off and dressed up more formally so you could show it off to the neighbours. And though Burdenga was surely a very cultural place, most of the culture tended to involve copious drinking and grievous bodily harms. In that respect it was like England, but one didn’t bring their noble betrothed to the local tavern to watch two towering teutonics chug steins of beer and then beat each other senseless. Instead, you did the cultural thing, which was dress in nice clothes, get tipsy on overpriced wine, and watch some actors stab each other with push-in knives while singing in a language you didn’t understand.

A less interesting evening, sure, but no one said being upper class was easy.

Normally Maxim wasn’t one for the opera. He was English, after all. Which meant he was more into plays with flowery language stuffed with ribald jokes and written by closeted homosexuals. But there was enough crossover that he supposed he could ‘do’ the opera thing without falling asleep. Especially as Beatrix seemed positively tickled pink at the prospect.

He’d hired a carriage for the occasion, since he reasoned his usual transportation probably wouldn’t cut it. One didn’t go to the opera loaded in a chicken-legged metal box armed with a flamethrower and more guns than a battalion. Beatrix had seemed satisfied, and joined him inside.

“Do you like my dress?” she asked as they neared their destination.

“You look lovely,” he assured her.

“Told you,” Zava said from beside her mistress.

Beatrix flushed and elbowed her maid sharply, causing Maxim to smile in amusement. The carriage suddenly ground to a halt and he glanced out, finding themselves at their destination.

He was intrigued to see it was so busy. Though Burdenga was hardly a small town, it was quite provincial despite that. Yet there were a fair number of people crowding the entrance, all dressed in their finest. Silk top hats wobbled like a sea of smoke stacks, while women in their finest dresses bustled inside and past the ticket box.

Maxim got out, offering Beatrix his hand, which she accepted with grave dignity. As she stepped down, a sudden stillness in the crowd followed by a rush of whispers reached Maxim, and he glanced back to find nearly every eye trained on them with awe and interest.

Forcing his disquiet back, still holding Beatrix’s arm, Maxim made his way towards the ticket box. Other guests quickly cleared a path, allowing him to walk straight up to it. The man within the booth took one look at him and shrank back.

“A-ah!” he gasped. “The Master of Grimmwald! A pleasure!”

“You know me?” Maxim said in surprise.

“Of course, my lord! Everyone knows you! And we welcome you most heartily to the Burdenga Opera House! Lady Delia informed us you would be coming, and we are delighted to have made arrangements for your showing. Our house has a long and honoured tradition of being patronized by your family.”

“Really?” Maxim said, frankly surprised. He didn’t think his family was into higher culture unless it was to blow it up.

“Oh yes!” the man said, straightening and showing a shocking amount of pride for a man likely earning minimum wage. “For generations the opera house has enjoyed visits from the masters and their families to our humble stage. We’ve even had performances written by your esteemed ancestors, such as Bonfires of the Enemies, Slaughter on the Seine, and a variation of Everyone I Don’t Like is Burning in Hell.”

“Dante’s best,” Beatrix noted.

“Very!” the ticket master cried happily. “Why, the stage still sports the scorch marks.”

“Right,” Maxim said tiredly. “I don’t suppose this performance will have many deaths in it, right?”

“Oh no, my lord,” the man said quickly. “Not at all! Those kinds of productions are only put on during the holidays. And the Merry Wives of the Grimmlord is a play of extreme respect to our cultural tradition, and will surely be a welcome show.”

“Oh. Good,” Maxim said, though he was still uneasy about just what a play about the founder of the castle and his family might look like. Violence didn’t warrant much worry from him. After all, the history of all of Europa’s great families boiled down to ‘let’s kill that guy and take his stuff.’ A not uncommon story in the world, really. But Maxim had a feeling his own family might not have dressed up that naked desire in the more flowery, dignified language which made the whole business feel a bit more… cultural.

Then again, he mused with a glance at Beatrix, somehow, he had a feeling that his family’s bloody history might not alarm his date.

“Right, well, I’m looking forward to it,” Maxim said as he took the tickets from the man.

“I’ll let the players know, milord,” he said.

With an uncertain nod Maxim pressed into the theater proper, followed closely by Beatrix and Zava.

The interior was a surprisingly grand affair, with a wide-open room still populated by groups of people deep in discussion. Grecian pillars and baroque carvings assaulted the eyes, and the hum of conversation faltered slightly when Maxim entered, replaced by sweeping whispers of ‘The Master.’

“You seem respected,” Beatrix noted with approval.

“I try,” Maxim said.

“Hr hr hrm! Well well! My most hearty welcome, my lord!”

Maxim looked up quickly as an enormously fat man in a suit burst from the crowd like a bowling ball through tenpins, driving straight up to him and Beatrix. A cigar clamped between his lips puffed like a chimney, while the chain of office marking him as the burgomaster bounced upon his chest. A huge mustache like a pair of fuzzy handlebars curled under a nose plumper than a tomato, the tips rising with a genial smile.

“Clausewitz,” Maxim said, surprised but relieved to see a face he actually knew. “Good to see you.”

“Thank you, my lord. Thank you,” Burdenga’s burgomaster said, taking Maxim’s proffered hand and pumping it enthusiastically. “And you as well! Always good to see the master attending such events as this. Hr hrm. Oh yes.”

“Good to know,” Maxim replied, picking through his memories for some subject to talk about. “And how is your daughter?” he asked, seizing on one of the few things he knew about the other man.

Clausewitz suddenly grew cagey, clearing his throat. “Ah, yes, my dear gel. Right. Yes. Hr hrm hrm,” he coughed, tapping the ashes of his cigar into a nearby tray. “Yes, she’s ah… she’s doing very well, my lord. Very well. In fact, she’s ah… she’s getting married.”

“Is she?” Maxim asked.

“Oh yes, my lord. Yes. Hr hrm. Yes. Nice young man. Owns a small factory making pins, in fact. Hr hrm. Yes. Good man. Good match. He’s quite the pinhead. Very passionate about it. Hr hrm. The wedding is in spring, if you ah, wish to attend, my lord.”

“I’d be happy to,” Maxim said warmly.

“Good! Good. Hr hrm, yes. And ah… should you wish to assert your droit de seigneur, I ah-”

“Ah,” Maxim said, suddenly realizing why Clausewitz was acting so awkwardly. Ever since Maxim arrived to take over the castle, the burgomaster had been attempting to arrange a match between his daughter and the new tyrant, which though flattering, had also been a bit awkward to say the least. Especially considering Maxim’s apparent reputation as a defiler of maidens. The fact that said woman had seemed quite open to the idea had not helped matters. “Not to worry,” Maxim quickly assured the other man. “I’m not much for, er, that. Ever.”

“Hr hrm. Well. Yes. Hr hrm,” Clausewitz said, looking both relieved and a touch disappointed. “Well, I’ll be sure to let her know, my lord. We’d be honoured with your presence either way, hr hrm. Yes. And, might I add that the young ladies acting as her bridesmaids are quite, hr hrm, lovely creatures. And will surely be eager to hear you’re attending.”

“Will they now?” Beatrix said coldly.

Maxim buried his face in his hand.

“You’ll be looking to claim your family’s box, no doubt, my lord,” Clausewitz continued importantly.

Maxim looked back up. “I have a private box?”

“Oh yes! Yes indeed, hr hrm,” Clausewitz said, puffing out his chest until he looked like an obese, bewhiskered penguin. “Of course, my lord. Hr hrm. Mustn’t have the masters sit among the great unwashed! No no. Hardly be proper. Hr hrm. Yes. Not at all. And it has quite a view too. Been kept empty naturally. The masters have always had one in case the fancy to see a performance takes them. The audience loves it when they’re in attendance as well.”

“They do?” Maxim said.

“Hr hrm hrm. Oh yes, my lord. Absolutely! If the master is watching, everyone can be assured of a splendid performance! The actors always work like their lives depend on it when the masters are present!”

“I imagine they do,” Maxim said drily.

“Yes! Hr hrm,” Clausewitz continued happily. “Your ancestors tended to be very pointed in their displeasure of a performance.”

“I take it they didn’t just throw rotten fruit,” Maxim said.

“Oh no! Never that, my lord. Never! Mustn’t waste perfectly good rotten food. Why, I remember my grandfather telling me about how old Lady Estelle Borscht used to bring her flamethrower to the ballet. She always said if the actors wouldn’t dance right, then she’d make them! Hr hrm, yes indeed. Shall I show you to the box?”

“I’d be obliged,” Maxim said.

Clausewitz fairly glowed at the agreement. “Well! Well well well, hr hrm, then it would be my pleasure, my lord. Yes! Indeed. Right this way, sire. Right this way!”

With relief Maxim followed Clausewitz, Beatrix coming after him with nose upturned. They were brought up a twisting staircase lit by the glow of gas lamps, passing by a number of other open doorways leading to balconies. They soon reached his, which Maxim identified instantly, owing to the fact it was flanked by torches, styled like some doorway to hell, and had The Master engraved in brass, done so in the sort of cursive one generally reserved for only the most insecure of megalomaniacs.

Clausewitz opened the door with a grandiose gesture. “Here we are, my lord. My lady. Your private box! Hr hrm! Yes. Best view in the house, I assure you most definitely. Oh my yes.”

Maxim peered inside, searching for any traps or assassins lying in wait. Fortunately, it seemed empty but for some comfortable looking seats, at least from first glance, and he nodded, stepping inside and inviting Beatrix in after him.

She followed, glancing about with interest.

“Do you like it?” Maxim asked.

“...It will do,” she said, settling into one of the two chairs.

“Wonderful!” the burgomaster cried, clapping his hands with happiness. “Hr hrm! And my lord, allow me to assure you tonight will be a delight. Yes! An utter delight. Hr hr hr hrm.”

“I’m sure it will,” Maxim said, gently ushering the loquacious man out the door and closing it behind him.

“Awful popular, isn’t he, mistress?” Zava said slyly.

“I suppose,” Beatrix said stiffly. “But any master should have the terrified respect of his people. It’s only to be expected.”

“Evidently,” Maxim agreed with a sigh as he took his seat. “Apparently I am the ideal tyrant to the valley, even though I haven’t strung up a man on a lamp post or rode an eight-legged abomination that spits fire through the streets.”

“You almost say that as if it’s a bad thing,” Beatrix noted. “The populace should fear and respect their master. Otherwise, who can they rely on?”

“True enough,” Maxim said wearily. He glanced over at her. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked.

“I think I would, thank you,” Beatrix replied.

Nodding, Maxim got back up and left. He’d spotted a bar on the main floor and hurried to it. He didn’t want to miss the start of the show. It seemed unwise to annoy his future bride. Especially given he’d seen what she was like when angry. She could be vicious. Crazed. Mad as a feral mongoose on strychnine. Just remembering her in that lab, trying to blast his head off with a death ray while the whole place counted down to explode made Maxim’s heart race.

Out of horror, of course. Certainly not a thrill. He definitely didn’t find her fury intriguing or exciting. That would be… well, mad.

Maxim coughed into his hand, trying to ignore his flush as he made his way through the thinning crowd and to the bar. The woman there was agreeable and quickly handed over a bottle and a couple of glasses. “Thank you,” he said, paying quickly.

“Ah! A most fine vintage. Are you having it here?”

Maxim paused, wine in hand, and turned sharply.

A man stood behind him, drawn up and poised with almost ludicrous dignity. A stylish cape swept from his shoulders and half-obscured a gold lacquered costume beneath complete with epaulets. A thin, oiled mustache clung to his upper lip, and he leaned on a silver-topped cane. He pinched the tip of his mustache between two fingers, pointed chin tilted back as he eyed Maxim with an intense, amused gaze that spoke of the fiery blood of the Latin.

“...Afraid not,” Maxim said, gripping the bottle by the neck.

“A shame, my friend,” the stranger said, rolling his r’s with a thick Spanish accent. “I was hoping we might have a drink before I must do away with you.”

“Oh?”

“Quite so,” he said with a smirk. “It would amuse me to know better the man that has bested Jules, and called down such loathing from him. I’ve been given to wonder what it is about you which drew his ire. Eh?”

Maxim scowled. “You work for Jules?”

The stranger laughed. “Oh, how you amuse! No no. Not at all,” he said, pressing a hand to his breast. “My name is Cortez Vorosterra, finest matador in all Castille. A pleasure, monsieur.”

So he was Spanish. Damn. Maxim had half hoped the man was Portuguese. You could do something with them, but the Spanish were the most intractable of the continentals. And he had an unfortunate suspicion that Cortez was not the type to be dissuaded with a conversation.

It seemed to Maxim he might miss the opening after all…

“Look,” he said tiredly. “Whatever my brother is promising you, you have to realize he’s not going to give it to you. He’ll stab you in the back the first chance he gets and rob you of whatever you have.”

Cortez laughed richly. “But of course!” he said. “You think me some fool who does not understand the working of the mind of such a cretin? Ha! Ha ha ha! No no, my friend. I know what your brother plots. But he would not dare try to be rid of me until you are dead. And which do you think would be more troublesome to dispose of? You? Or him?”

Maxim had to admit, the fop had him there. “So now we fight, do we?” he asked tiredly.

“Most certainly. Now,” Cortez declared, sweeping back his cloak to reveal a saber. “On guard!”

The moment the man swept aside his cloak Maxim’s cane swung, crackling with static. With a flash Cortez’s blade came up, meeting the cane mid-swing.

Sparks crackled as the weapons crashed and strained against each other. Guests who’d been lining up for the bar gasped and scuttled back, leaving a wide space around the dueling pair. Cortez laughed throatily. “Ho ho ho! You are quick, my friend. But not-”

At which point the bottle Maxim had been holding came down, smashing over Cortez’s head and laying the man out on the floor in a heap.

Maxim grunted. “Well,” he said. “That…”

Cortez’s hand suddenly grabbed his ankle. Maxim cursed with surprise and struck the limb with his cane, a crackle of electricity causing Cortez to compulsively let go. Even as he did Maxim took two quick steps back, drawing his revolver as Cortez heaved himself to his feet.

And as he did, he grew.

Maxim’s eyes widened as the other man rose, his tailored clothes tearing across his frame. Huge, dense muscles were revealed along with a sprouting of fur. Only his pants remained, which was an appreciated vestigial of modesty, but then Cortez’s hat too came loose, shoved off his head by two sprouting horns arching from his skull.

“That was most rude!” Cortez snarled with an almost bestial rumble. “A pity for you that my head is denser than most.”

“Ah,” Maxim said as he looked up at the immense minotaur-like man. “How interesting. Some sort of chimerization?”

“Indeed!” Cortez growled as his massive arms swung up, flexing. “A masterwork of science!” His beady eyes snapped down to Maxim. “And your demise!”

He swung, forcing Maxim to duck, wincing as he heard the stone of a pillar crack with the impact. As he moved, Maxim cranked down one of the dials on his cane and thrust it into Cortez’s face. Even after closing his eyes tight, Maxim saw the blinding white of the flash radiate through his eyelids. Cortez though got the worst to judge by the bellow of agony which erupted from the bullman.

Taking a quick step back Maxim opened his eyes in time to see Cortez take a furious blind swing, one hand clasped over his eyes. “Swine!” Cortez bellowed furiously. “Son of a whore! Kill him! Kill him!”

Sadly, Maxim doubted Cortez suddenly decided to speak in the third person. He spun about to see several other guests who hadn’t fled frantically squinting, already drawing weapons. One’s hat had been dislodged, revealing stubby goat-like horns growing from his head. And somehow, Maxim doubted they were from the costume department.

With a curse Maxim charged for the bar, grabbing the edge and vaulting over it a moment before Cortez’s minions fired.

He heard the bang and ping of rounds hammering at his cover and peeked around it, spotting the men hastily advancing with weapons ready.

Or, at least, attempting to.

Instead, one of the henchmen was suddenly grabbed in a headlock by a burly looking usher who squeezed hard while what looked like a theater goer in a suit punched the helpless henchman in the gut. Another of Maxim’s attackers took a cane over the head by an ancient man in a top hat, while still a third was tackled by several women in gorgeous dresses who then began furiously stabbing him with hatpins.

Maxim gaped, as did a fourth henchmen, who looked around in bewilderment before an ancient woman smashed him in the back of the head with her purse. “How dare you attack the Master!” she barked with the shaming scorn that only a woman who’d lived for eighty years and raised by hand three generations of children knew. “You shameful little bastard!”

The man’s surprise turned to fury and he turned his gun on her, which prompted Maxim to aim his cane and unleash a crackling arc of lightning. The bolt slammed into the henchman, lifting him off his feet and hurling him across the room to smash into the stairs where he lay, twitching and smoking.

The old woman turned towards the dead man and spat on him, which Maxim appreciated. Though he hadn’t much time to. Before he could do more Cortez grabbed the bar and heaved, wrenching it out of the floor and hurling it aside to smash into the wall. Though his eyes were squinting and red, Maxim didn’t doubt the massive man could see him.

“I will crush your bones for this indignity!” the Spaniard bellowed as he lunged for him.

Maxim tried to scramble back, but the bullman’s massive hand grabbed him, nearly crushing his ribs. Maxim gasped as the air was squeezed out of him, but before it could go further, he lifted his revolver and fired several times point blank into Cortez’s face.

The bullman reeled, bellowing in pain and clasped a hand over an eye as it pumped blood down his muzzle. He furiously hurled Maxim aside, sending him flying. Hitting the ground hard, rolling several times before coming to a halt, Maxim wheezed to recover his breath as he struggled to his feet.

Just as he did, he saw Cortez lower his head, the tips of his horns gleaming like daggers as his foot scraped the polished floor. His huge hands slammed down and, bellowing with bovine fury, Cortez charged across the room.

Maxim tensed, waiting until the last moment, then spun aside, causing Cortez to smash into the wall behind him. Stepping back, Maxim cranked up the dial on his cane to maximum, causing it to hum with charge.

Cortez tore out of the wall he’d partly leveled, snorting and glaring at Maxim. He lowered himself once more, pawing at the ground as he wound up to charge once again. Stepping back, Maxim snatched a red shawl that had been dropped in the melee and fanned it.

“Toro! Toro!” he called.

With a sudden bellow Cortez hurled himself at Maxim. At the last moment, Cortez swung his arms wide to block Maxim’s escape.

Who hadn’t even tried to run, but instead dropped to the floor in a crouch.

Cortez’s triumphant expression slipped to one of shock seconds before his head slammed into the pillar hard enough to shake the entire theater, his horns burying themselves deep in the stone. He looked down at Maxim beneath him, who gave him a little wave, then shoved the bulb of his cane into the bullman’s gaping mouth.

And hit the trigger.

Thousands of volts exploded in a sudden shock through the startled bullman. He bellowed in agony, his whole-body shuddering, his horns anchoring him to the pillar all that kept him from flying back as he convulsed.

Finally, Maxim yanked his cane away from the Spaniard's head. Smoke billowed from Cortez’s open mouth, eye sockets and nostrils. The smell of barbequed beef filled the room while burns sizzled across the Spaniard’s hide as he remained standing, muscles locked into place by the electricity that had seared through him.

With a sigh of relief Maxim crawled out from under the dead bullman and looked about the bar. Those who’d come with Cortez didn’t look like they’d be getting back up again, several of the theatregoers still dealing with the bodies.

“Bastards.”

Maxim turned his head to find the old woman beside him, her pruned lips pursed in grim satisfaction as she stared at the dead men. “Imagine it!” she huffed. “Daring to attack the master? Not in our town, nosiree! Only a pity they’re dead. In my day, we’d have skinned them and strung up their bodies outside the walls!”

“I appreciate the passion,” Maxim said breathlessly.

She looked up at him and her wrinkles shifted into a broad smile. “Oh, don’t you worry, dear sir,” she said proudly. “We’re proper valleyfolk around here! And this was good fun. More entertainment than we’ve seen in ages! Just wish my dear Arnvold was here. He’d have given these youngun’s a proper hiding he would have. Speaking of, we do have a couple granddaughters, my lord. Quite lovely ones just past eighteen, if’n you’re in town on one of those ravishing trips we’ve heard so much about…”

Maxim didn’t answer. His mouth slowly opened as he suddenly recalled he hadn’t come here alone.

Beatrix!

“Hells!” he swore, spinning on his heel from the old woman and racing for the stairs.


Ch. 21 Exit Stage Left

Beatrix shifted again in her seat, fidgeting with the hem of her skirt. Below, the opera house had begun to fill and the orchestra were tuning up. Murmurs hummed in the air with anticipation, and she stiffened as more than a few glances were shot at her box. She glanced at the door, then back down. “He’s been gone an awful while,” she said uncertainly.

Zava chuckled. “Are you worried he won’t come back, mistress?”

“O-of course not,” Beatrix burst out, pursing her lips tightly. “I’m only… well, I know he will. He’s not the sort to leave a lady waiting, after all.”

“I thought he was a rogue and reprobate, my lady,” Zava said, poking her mistress in the arm.

Beatrix swatted the hand away. “Well, he’s… he’s not quite as bad as I first thought, of course. But, well, I mean… I… ahem…”

“A most eloquent argument, my lady,” Zava said.

Beatrix flushed and ducked her head, plucking at her skirt. “Do you… really think he liked my dress?” she asked Zava.

“Who wouldn’t, mistress?” the abomination replied loyally. “You look absolutely ravishable. I could see the effort it took him not to tear your gown to shreds and kiss his way all over your body.”

“Zava!” Beatrix gasped, blushing and scandalized. “Hardly that!”

“Of course, mistress.”

She squirmed in her seat. “But… did you really think so?”

Smirking, Zava opened her mouth to reply when her ears twitched. She stopped, her expression growing guarded and body tensing as she glanced at the door to the balcony. Frowning, Beatrix followed her eyes just as the door opened and a man hurried inside.

At a glance she didn’t like him. There was something furtive about him. He carried himself with a nervousness that reminded her uncharitably of a rat. He was dressed well, in a waistcoat, cloak, and top hat. In fact, there were resemblances to Maxim in his build and features. But the way he held himself defined the differences as he fairly threw himself into Maxim’s former seat, his eyes darting about.

“Excuse me,” Beatrix said in a tone like ice. “This is a private box.”

“Oh, I know. I- gah!” he gasped when he saw Zava, and instantly pressed himself into the back of his seat so much he nearly knocked it over. “Ah,” he breathed, relaxing a bit when he got a better look at her. “My… my apologies. I thought you were… were someone else with those ears. You ah…” he said uneasily, peering about. “You haven’t seen any werewolves about, have you?”

Beatrix exchanged a glance with Zava. “No,” she said pointedly. “Now, I think you have the wrong seat. If you wouldn’t mind, could you leave? Immediately.”

“Oh no, no,” he said, seeming to regain a measure of composure, a smarmy smile gracing his lips. “I’m in the right place. Absolutely. You’re Lady Beatrix Aris, are you not?”

“I am.”

“Wonderful,” the man said, extending his hand. “Lord Jules Volt. At your service.”

Beatrix did not take his hand. Instead her fists clenched on her lap and her eyes sharpened. “Maxim’s brother?”

Jules’s smile tightened. “I am more than that, I assure you,” he said, taking his hand back and settling in his seat. “And I’m so glad I could finally meet you.”

“Are you?” Beatrix said stiffly.

“Of course!” Jules said with an expansive gesture. “After all, our houses have been close for so very long. And I’m pleased to note that word of your beauty does not do you justice. I haven’t seen such loveliness since I visited the Louvre and saw the sculptures of Aphrodite.”

Beatrix’s eyes narrowed another degree. “How kind,” she said as stonily as said statues.

“Your graciousness flatters me, my lady,” he said with another quick bow of his head. “Especially as I’ve heard of the recent problems you’ve been having with my brother.”

Beatrix sat up straighter. “Problems?” she demanded. “What problems?”

“Well, not to put a finer point on it,” Jules said, “but word swirls among the aristocracy of the continent about your dissatisfaction with suitors."

“Oh,” Beatrix said, a tinge of pink colouring her face. “Well, I…”

Jules thrust up a hand. “Say no more, my lady,” he assured her. “Say no more. I know only too well the measure of my brother, and his inadequacies.”

A bit more colour flushed Beatrix’s face. “Inadequacies?” she said sharply. “Pray tell.”

“Well,” Jules chuckled, shaking his head. “I mean, where do I even begin? My brother has long had a reputation as something of a rake. In truth, he is the shame of the family. Playing with the hearts of maidens. Using them for nothing more than his carnal satisfaction before casting them aside. I mean, really. It’s frankly a crime that he hadn’t been exiled before he was.”

“Ah,” Beatrix said. “Yes, I remember hearing of his… reputation.”

“And it’s well earned, I assure you,” Jules said forcefully, his hand clutching the arm of his chair. “And I know that you’ve been struggling to escape this shameful arrangement. Your actions have done you enormous credit, my lady. No doubt my brother has been cruelly attempting to manipulate and win you over, but I know you’re too clever to fall for those wiles. And that your next attempt to kill him will surely win through!”

“Will it now?”

“Absolutely,” he said, leaning in again, an almost manic light glowing in his eyes. “And I want to assist you in this matter.”

“You do?” Beatrix drawing back a bit.

“Yes! After all, I can see you’re a lovely, clever woman who’d not be fooled by his silver tongue. You understand the darker side of his nature. Your attempts to kill him may have been thwarted, but with my help, we can finally end him together! And I know,” he continued animatedly. “I know! Your father may be a bit of an objective if he learns of it, but I will stand by you and attest to the deficiencies of my brother’s character. I will lay plain his cravenness. His incompetence. His carnal cruelty! We. Will. End. Him!” Jules snarled, pounding his fist on his arm rest with every word. “We will put an end to the bastard. Kill him! And then everything can go back to the way it should be! Ah,” he quickly continued, and Beatrix could see him force his fist to loosen. “And I’m sure your father will understand why it had to be done. Why you cannot marry that wretch!”

“My father is no fool,” Beatrix growled.

Jules nodded animatedly. “Exactly! And once we have assured him that my brother was wholly inadequate for you, you’d be free once more! And, well, should it come about in the end that, ahem, you might still be looking for a suitor of sufficient quality, I’d be flattered if you might consider me instead. Not that I would insist, of course. But if I prove myself to you, then, well, whatever may happen will happen.”

“Is. That. So.”

Jules blinked, actually looking at Beatrix now. Beatrix who glared at him, her body drawn up in her seat. Beatrix who trembled with suppressed rage. Her flush was the red of hot fury. For the first time since sitting down, Jules seemed taken aback.

“I…” Jules began.

“You listen to me you wretched little rat!” Beatrix hissed, jabbing a finger his way. “Maxim is my betrothed. Mine! My father arranged it, but only I decide if he’s good enough for me or not. And some mealy-mouthed worm who intruded on my private date is never going to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do!”

“But… but you tried to kill him!” Jules protested in confusion.

“And?” Beatrix snarled. “A woman’s feelings are complex! I came here for a lovely evening with the man I am making my husband. Me! I will be the Lady of Grimmwald! I will be the rock to anchor him! I will be the terror of his enemies and rend the comfort from his foes! I will be the mother of his children and heirs! I will begin a dynasty of terror and matrimonial adoration that will scourge the land of any who dare say a cross word against him! I am going to love him and make his life a pleasure! And that starts tonight! Zava!”

“Yes, mistress,” the maid purred, stepping into the light, her grin savage and her mismatched pupils’ slits that burned like embers.

Beatrix thrust a hand at Jules. “Kill him! And make it hurt!”

“With the utmost pleasure,” the maid said, her sleeves tearing as the muscles of her arms pulsed and swelled.

Jules stared at the pair in momentary bafflement. Then his face twisted in fury. “Fine,” he snarled, lifting his arm, his hand opening with a mechanical whirr and receding to reveal the barrel of a gun. “Then I suppose we’ll soon see if my brother values your life as much as you value-”

Zava grabbed the barrel of the weapon. Jules blinked and looked up at the maid, who smiled.

And pulled.

“Gyaaaaah!” Jules screamed as she tore the mechanical arm from the socket. He lurched back, clutching his shoulder as oil drooled down his waistcoat and sparks spat from his limb. “Again with the arm! You fucking people!” he spat.

“Sorry, should have taken your head,” Zava said. “Let me fix that.”

Jules heaved, eyes flicking between the pair. “You,” he seethed. “You’ll pay for this!”

“Hurry up and kill him,” Beatrix commanded.

“With pleasure!” Zava growled, and lunged.

Jules ducked, causing the maid’s claws to tear great gouges in the wall instead of his face. Whirling, he shot out through the back of the box, Zava bounding over the seats and close on his heels, further splintering the doorframe as she shoved her bulk through, claws scraping the floor for traction as she pursued.

Beatrix frowned deeply, arms crossed. Really! The audacity of that bastard to try and recruit her to kill her betrothed. With a huff she smoothed her skirt and gathered her dignity. Pulling out a hand mirror, she sat back down and began checking her makeup.

Honestly, she thought as she heard another scream come from up the hallway. She’d almost smudged her rouge there.

. . .

Maxim took the steps two at a time, racing up the winding corridor towards his box. When he saw the elaborate door, he barely slowed, bursting through it and inside, lightning crackling off his cane. “Unhand… um…”

Beatrix looked up at him from her seat, the very picture of decorum, and then smiled sweetly. “Oh,” she said, brushing some of her hair back. “There you are, Maxim. What kept you?”

“There was a… a Spanish monster at the bar that wanted to kill me,” he said, looking about suspiciously in case some other Peninsular horror happened to crawl their way up from the orchestra pit.

“Really?”

“Yes, but that’s about par for the course these days,” he admitted before his eyes locked back onto Beatrix. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Of course,” she said, settling herself contentedly. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, no reason, I suppose,” Maxim said, glancing back at the massive claw marks in the wall. “...Where’s Zava?”

“A pest came in here,” Beatrix replied. “She just went off to dispose of it.”

“What, a rat?”

“Yes. A very large one.”

“Ah,” Maxim said, taking a seat beside her. “Sorry, I seem to have misplaced your drink.”

“It’s alright,” Beatrix said, reaching over and winding her fingers among his. “Maybe after the show, you and I could… well, go out to get something. The hotel I’m staying at does room service. I imagine they’d be happy to deliver something.”

Maxim glanced down at the fingers weaving among his. His eyes flicked back to the woman beside him. “Certainly,” he said, giving her hand a squeeze. “If you’ll have me.”

“Gladly,” Beatrix said, leaning over and resting her shoulder against his, while below the curtains rose, and the show began.

. . .

Jules pounded down the hall, shoving startled theatregoers out of his way in his mad bid for freedom. An emergency exit suddenly rose up ahead of him and he slammed himself against it, throwing it open.

Stairs descended sharply into the darkness below, and he took them two at a time. Barely had he taken four when the door behind him exploded off its hinges and Zava lurched into the tight area.

“Come back!” she sang in a guttural snarl, waving his severed arm over her head. “You dropped this!”

Jules grit his teeth, muffling a whimper as he started pelting full speed down the stairs, clutching the railing as he swung around the landings to keep his desperate lead. Horrible tittering laughter pursued him, along with the thuds of a huge body in hot pursuit. He didn’t look back. Didn’t dare to see how close she was behind him. He swore he could feel her hot breath on his neck.

But he was almost out. Almost there! The exit loomed ahead of him. He flung himself at the door, hurling it open. He staggered out into the cold night, mist swirling around his ankles as he raced down the alley towards the glow of the gas lamps.

Then he skidded to a halt.

A woman stood at the mouth of the alley, her silver hair a billowing mane. Her body clad in tight leathers. And red eyes - horrible, monstrously familiar red eyes - stared at him intently. Pearly white teeth with an alarming amount of fang smiled.

“Found you!” Katarina sang.

Jules took a shaky step back, then whipped around at a bang as the door to the theatre tore off its hinges and Zava squeezed her bulk out. The monstrous maid leered at him, blocking his escape.

A heavy silence fell in the alley as Jules looked between the two, who had stopped when they spotted each other, their expressions unreadable.

“You want him?” Katarina asked Zava.

“My lady asked me to kill him painfully,” Zava growled.

Katarina sniffed. “My mate ask me for his parts.”

“Hmm,” Zava murmured, scratching her chin with claws as long as a butcher’s cleaver. “A predicament.”

Jules swallowed.

The pair glanced at him.

Back to each other.

“I get top half,” Katarina growled, prowling forward.

“But that’s the best part,” Zava whined, mirroring the werewolf.

“Bottom half where best parts to hurt are,” Katarina noted.

“Oh! That’s true,” Zava purred, flexing her talons. “Very very true.”

“W-wait!” Jules protested frantically. “C-can’t we talk about this?”

“No,” the two women said.

And pounced.

And Jules once again began to scream.


Ch. 22 A Night to Remember

“Is it really alright to head home without Zava?” Maxim asked as the carriage rolled along.

“Certainly,” Beatrix said, settling comfortably into her fur-trimmed coat. “She’ll be along. She’s just taking care of a bit of… business for me. Nothing major.”

“I suppose…” Maxim replied, though he wasn’t too sure.

“Besides,” Beatrix noted, and as they passed a street lamp Maxim saw a delicate flush on her cheeks, “you’re here, aren’t you? And you wouldn’t let anyone harm me.”

“Certainly not,” Maxim assured her.

Another streetlight revealed her blush had grown, and she squirmed in happiness across from him.

At last, the carriage rolled to a halt before her hotel. Beatrix opened the door, but hesitated, nibbling on her lower lip. Her lidded eyes flicked his way at last and she cleared her throat.

“Are you… are you really worried about me?” she asked.

“Of course,” Maxim assured her.

“Then, maybe you’d be willing to ah… well, if you wished, I suppose you could see me up to my room.”

“With the greatest of pleasure,” Maxim said, rising.

He saw her struggle to suppress a smile, and her chest rise and fall with a sudden quickening of her breath. He was surprised. She really must have been nervous without Zava around. Well, he could sympathise. Any young woman would be uneasy when alone in a strange city. Even if she did have a legion of abominable monsters to tend to her. Most hotels these days accommodate pets, minions, and monsters. Quite often a spark’s attendants were all three.

Joining her on the street, Maxim took her arm in his, Beatrix ducking her head and reddening once more as they made their way into the lobby of the hotel. It was quiet inside, with most people long off to bed by then. They went to an elevator as elaborate as a gilded bird cage, and Maxim shut the door, the uniformed man inside cranking the lever for the sixth floor. With a rumble the elevator rose. As it did, Beatrix stepped in nearer, pressing against his side and watching expectantly as they reached her floor.

With a ding the doors opened and he escorted her out and down the hall.

“This is mine,” she said, stopping by room 13.

“Then,” Maxim said, moving to release her arm.

“W-would you like to come in for wine!” she suddenly burst out, tightening her grip on him.

Maxim stopped. “Wine?”

“Yes. Since we missed the chance at the play. O-only if you want to,” she said, shuffling her feet, her lips tightening. “I have a bottle. But, I suppose you could just leave…”

“No, no,” he quickly said. “That sounds lovely.”

“O-oh. Good! Yes. Good. Let me just…”

She quickly unlocked the door and pushed it open, leading Maxim inside. He took in the interior with a quick glance. It looked normal enough. The royal suite, of course, with several large rooms, all wonderfully appointed in brass and white paint.

“I’ll grab it,” she said, hurrying to the bedroom.

“Certainly,” Maxim replied, making his way slowly about the living room. Lightning cane crackling in his hand, he twitched aside the curtains and peered out the windows at Burdenga’s sleepy expanse, where chimneys rose crookedly from the tightly crammed buildings. The moon was out, glowing gibbously. In front of it rose the ragged outline of Grimmwald’s towers and walls, like teeth trying to devour the sky.

For a moment Maxim lingered there, then shook it off and inspected the rest of the view. Once he was satisfied there was no assassin lurking among the roofs, he moved back inside into the living room. A number of books piled on a side table in the lounge caught his eye, and he picked through them curiously. There were several biological ones, including Dr. Crichton’s newest treatise on cloning ancient lizards, and even his argument for educational zoos filled with them. But to Maxim’s surprise, beneath those, were a number of books on machinery.

“I didn’t know you were into mechanics,” he noted loudly.

“Oh!” he heard her say from the other room. “Yes, well, I supposed that I should… you know, read up on it a little. It’s a bit of a gap in my knowledge.”

“Lovely of you to take such an interest,” Maxim said proudly. “I’d be delighted to make some recommendations on the subject, if you’d like. And if you had any suggestions on the biological sciences, I’d be thrilled to read them too.”

“I… I think I would like that,” she said, her voice no longer muffled by a wall.

Maxim turned towards her and stopped dead, his eyebrows flashing up his forehead in surprise.

Beatrix stood there nervously, and in considerably less dress than before. Instead, she wore a long, puffy white sleeping lounge, held shut only with a strip of tied cloth. And the low collar revealed just a hint of what looked like frilly lingerie beneath. Her blushing face was turned away, and her hands plucked nervously at her sleeves as she glanced up at him from under her long lashes.

“Ah,” Maxim finally said.

“Do you like it?” she said, adjusting the collar. “It’s made of pure yeti fur. Hard to come by.”

“Yes,” Maxim said, recovering somewhat. “So I… I’ve heard. It looks good on you.”

“You think so?” she asked, cheeks glowing yet brighter.

“Very,” he said, and with meaning, his voice growing rough.

Beatrix blushed again and glanced away. Looking at her, there wasn’t a lot of room for misinterpretation. Maxim was no fool. Well, not for long. And it didn’t take a mad genius to understand what was happening when a gorgeous woman invited you to her room, wore her most expensive and easily removed clothes, and brought out the wine. The fact that they were betrothed only made it more obvious and certainly simplified matters.

It was still a shock to Maxim that Beatrix had come around to this so easily. And though he couldn’t rule out a ruse to get close to him in order to stab him or something, he strongly doubted it. The fact that she’d been until recently openly murderous added a certain uncertainty to the mix, but it also gave the whole situation a spice that he wasn’t sure he should enjoy as much as he was.

Nonetheless, Maxim stepped up to her, reaching up and brushing some of her hair back behind her ear, feeling the warmth of her face as he did so. “You’re truly beautiful tonight, Beatrix,” he told her softly.

Beatrix swallowed hard, her tongue darting over her pink lips. “You… you really think so?”

“I do,” he said, taking her in his arms. “You’re lovely. And brilliant. And a wonderful conversationalist. Strong-willed and courageous and just a bit mad.”

“Well… ahem… And you ah… you don’t find me a bit… w-well… hard to handle?” she asked nervously.

Maxim cupped her cheek. “Shall we find out?”

Beatrix’s eyes shone as she looked up into his face. Her lips parted, and Maxim leaned in, and stole her gasp with a kiss.

Beatrix stiffened in an instant, then melted in the next. Her hands grabbed the front of his jacket, a soft moan escaping her as his lips moved against hers. A thrill shot through Maxim as he felt the need in her clutching hands. The vulnerable yearning as her mouth opened, surrendering to his tongue as he deepened the kiss.

A low growl came from him as he felt her press against him, eliciting another quiver and a whimper from the lovely lady. His hand moved down her cheek and neck, feeling the fluttering pulse before his touch moved lower, pushing the yeti-fur robe off her shoulder. It slipped away, dragging the rest soon after, catching on her arms but revealing the filmy lace of her corset, pushing up her firm, modest breasts.

“Beautiful,” Maxim murmured against her yielding lips, his free hand cupping her breast.

“Nnn!” Beatrix gasped, arching. “M-Maxim, I…”

“Yes?” he murmured, kissing along her jawline, down her neck.

“Oh!” she gasped as she felt his lips on her neck, her hands fumbling with his jacket, finding themselves wrapping around him instead, clinging to him. “I… I…”

“Mmm,” he hummed, his thumb stroking her nipple through the fabric of her corset, causing her breath to catch and the whalebone to creak, his other hand teasing along her back, freeing the laces.

“I… Will… P-please,” she gasped, her face hot with a blush. “B-be gentle…”

Maxim paused, glanced down at her face, then smiled warmly. “No promises,” he told her, and nipped her neck.

A cry of pure physical shock and bliss escaped her, and Maxim tugged open the last threads that bound her chest. It was almost too easy. Bitsy had always been very fond of knots, and used to take pleasure in making them particularly hard to undo, necessitating Maxim to tear them off in frustration, then punish her in a way that made her shriek in delight and pleasure.

Of course, the difference between Bitsy and Beatrix was night and day. There was an innocence in Beatrix that was thrilling to Maxim, while at the same time urging him to go slow. Gentle. Tender. The fact that this woman had, until recently, been trying to feed him to mechanically augmented bears only added a thrill to the moment that he was truly enjoying.

He tugged down her corset, freeing her firm breasts from their fabric prison. Beatrix wriggled, eager to be rid of the restraining fabric, and in short order Maxim helped strip it from her.

He drew back for a moment, admiring her. The fur robe hung off her arms and hips, framing her breasts and the smoothness of her shyly cocked legs. His eyes wandered lower and locked on to the delicate folds of her pussy. Pink. Shaven. And glistening with the evidence of her arousal.

The sight of her stirred him further, and Maxim knew he couldn’t hold back much longer. He suddenly swept her into his arms, Beatrix squeaking before his lips met hers again. He moved quickly, his foot knocking open the door to her bedroom. His eyes flashed across the delicately feminine chamber before locking on to the large, sumptuous bed. He made his way to it quickly and slid Beatrix into it before breaking the kiss.

She lay there, panting, watching in awe and shock and desire as Maxim drew back and quickly did away with his own clothes, tossing them off in almost undue haste. Her eyes widened as his body was revealed. Firm. Scarred. Strong.

“Oh,” she breathed, and the awe and desire in that simple word made Maxim chuckle.

“Enjoying the view?” he asked as he knelt beside the bed.

A sudden flush suffused her face, turning it even redder. “W-well, why not?” she demanded huffily. “You are m-my betrothed, after all. Why shouldn’t I enjoy the sight?”

“Too true,” Maxim said with a wink as he lowered himself further, his arms snaking forward, grabbing her legs. “And let me show you something else you’ll enjoy.”

“Wh- eep!” she squeaked as he suddenly tugged her forward, pushing his face between her thighs and running his tongue along her slit.

“O-oooooh!” Beatrix moaned, her head thrown back, her hands clutching the blankets, her hips rising as a quiver of pure tactile pleasure ran through her.

Maxim merely smiled, his tongue running up along her slit again. Stroking and teasing her as Beatrix wriggled on the sheets, panting, his hands firmly holding her place until her legs locked around his head, pulling him deeper. “M-Maxim!” Beatrix moaned, feverishly fisting the sheets beneath her. “Ohhhhh! That’s… that’s g-good. That’s… ah! P-please. More. More! Oh sweet heavens mooooore!”

Maxim certainly had no objections to that idea. In fact, he was thoroughly enjoying himself in teaching the lovely Beatrix new pleasures. Nothing quite like the thrill of discovery, and Maxim was discovering so many things about Beatrix Aris. As his tongue delved into her tender box, he found new notes of delight to draw from her. New points of sensitive sensation as he stroked her with swirls and flicks. Finding the way to the tender bead of her clit, drawing it out.

And licking.

“Ah!”

Lick.

“Mnnn!”

Lick.

“O-oh G-God.”

Lick.

“M-Maxim! I… I…”

Lick.

“Ah-ahhhhhh!”

Her cry of ecstasy sang through the hot air of the room, her body arching as her orgasm swept through her in a storm. She shuddered atop her bed, clutching the sheets desperately as she came.

Maxim held her on that high with years of experience, then eased her down as her legs grew boneless and her body sagged atop the bed. Her breasts heaved with pleasure, her head lolling and her body gleaming with pearls of sweat.

Maxim rose, licking his lips and smiling down at her. “Are you ready for the real fun, Beatrix?” he asked.

She blinked, focus returning to her eyes. She tilted her head, gazing up at him in wonder. “R-real?” she breathed.

“Or are you done?” Maxim said playfully.

Beatrix swallowed thickly. “N-no. Not at all.”

“Wonderful,” Maxim growled, moving over her, leaning down and capturing her lips again, quite relieved in fact. He dearly didn’t want this to end until he’d been able to finish too, and he was raring to go. The thrill of pleasuring Beatrix hardened him like German forged steel, and as his shaft bumped against Beatrix’s inner thighs, he heard her squeak and glance down, her eyes widening when she saw his length.

“H-heavens,” she gasped. “Th-there’s no way it will fit.”

“Oh?” Maxim asked. “Is that your scientific conclusion?”

She pouted. “W-well, if one were to measure, then…”

“But what’s science without testing a hypothesis?” Maxim asked with amusement.

Beatrix huffed. “F-fine. Have your… your experiment.”

“With delight, my lady,” Maxim said, capturing her lips again as he aligned his shaft with her pussy. Feeling her tense as his tip stroked her lower lips.

Then slowly, tenderly, he pushed forward.

He felt her reflexively tighten and he stopped, able to feel by her reactions that it was her first time. And he would be a poor man if he didn’t help her enjoy it to the utmost. Not to mention putting their relationship on the wrong foot. It was never a good idea to anger a woman you’d be sleeping beside from now on, and who had shown she was more than willing to feed you to her pet monster.

Instead, he kissed her tenderly, one of his hands massaging her breast. As their lips locked, he felt Beatrix slowly relax, and he resumed his slow push inside her.

“Mmm,” Beatrix moaned, arching beneath him, one of her legs hooking around his waist, the other stretching out as she slowly welcomed him inside her. Yielding to his cock as he filled her up as much as she could get.

“S-so big,” she gasped between the lockings of their lips.

“And you’re wonderfully tight,” he told her, causing her to blush even hotter. And only then, as he felt her loosen around him, did Maxim begin to thrust.

He moved slowly. Gently. Making sure she enjoyed every moment of the pleasure. Before too long Beatrix was rolling her hips in answer to his thrusts, instinct guiding her. Mewls and gasps of growing ecstasy escaping her. His hand pumped her breast, his fingers toying with her perking nipples, his other hand stroking her flank until she shivered as her senses burned with tactile arousal.

He took her slowly.

Passionately.

Heatedly.

Showed her what it meant to be his lover.

“Yes,” Beatrix finally gasped between their lips, her eyes growing hot and dim with desire. “Yes! Oh… Oh M-Maxim, yes! I… ah… That’s good. That’s… that’s so g-good.”

“I aim to please,” he told her softly, a grin on his lips as he picked up the pace. Thrusting into her a bit faster. A bit harder.

Beatrix moaned, her leg tightening around him, her arms clinging to his back, nails digging into his flesh. Maxim grunted at the pain, but it only electrified his pleasure as he fucked the gorgeous woman. His former enemy. His betrothed. A strange journey had brought them to that moment, but Maxim didn’t dwell overly long on it. Not with her inner walls rippling around his manhood. Not with her body under his hands, willing, eager to surrender to his desires. Desperate for more of him. More of that moment. That pleasure.

Not with her whimpers and gasps and begging cries ringing in his ears as she clung to him like a rock of sanity.

“Oh God,” Beatrix gasped, her voice quavering. Hot. Panting. “G-God yes. Yes! Oh… Oh Maxim. Maxim! I… I… Ohhhhhhhh fuuuuuuck!”

Her cry of her peak sang in his ears. The sudden tightening of her depths was all the permission he needed, and with a last moan, a final thrust, Maxim came in her as well, their moment shared in a sharp burst of hot pleasure. A white-hot star of orgasmic bliss joining them in a glorious moment of pleasure that hung between them long and hard.

Maxim came down slowly from it, relishing that high. Slowly he drew out of Beatrix and flopped onto the bed, breathing hot and hard. His arms gathered the panting woman to his chest, pulling her him and feeling her snuggle up against him.

“Did you… enjoy that?” Maxim asked.

“It… it was… a-adequate,” Beatrix said, and Maxim could suppress a chuckle as he felt the heat of her face against his chest.

“Well, I can certainly live with that,” he noted, stroking her hair. “Especially since, once we’re married, I suppose we’ll be getting a fair amount of practice in. Hm?”

“W-well, it is the duty of the lady to… to bear heirs to our house,” Beatrix said softly. “And I… I suppose there are far worse men that I could have been saddled with.”

“That’s the spirit,” Maxim said, kissing the top of her head.

And for the first time, he actually found himself looking forward to a marriage with Beatrix Aris. For one thing was certain.

It would be anything but boring…


Ch. 23 Radar

Maxim groaned, a sound echoed by the doors of Grimmwald’s great hall as he pushed them open and walked inside. God but he was tired. That night with Beatrix had really done him in. Even after the sex they’d not been finished! Once the pair of them were comfortably draped on her bed, spent from some very scientific lovemaking, he’d noticed a treatise she was writing on the possibility of giant squids for anti-submarine warfare. A thrilling subject that Maxim had been eager to discuss, especially when Beatrix brought up their usefulness in countering Swedish military narwhales, whose drill bit horns were being used to blockade the Black Sea. That had kept him up nearly until morning

Maxim smiled to himself as he recalled the vivacity of the discussion with the beautiful spark. This whole marriage business was turning out most interesting indeed.

“Maxim!”

He looked up to see Posiva descending the grand staircase towards him, his sister beaming with delight while Minua kept a more sedate pace behind her.

“Posiva! Minua! You two are up early.”

“And you’re home late. Was the opera really that good?” Posiva asked, puffing her cheeks out in a huff.

“It was… quite something,” he admitted.

“Or was your bride to be simply too much fun?” Minua asked slyly.

Maxim coloured and coughed into his hand. “Well, you know. A gentleman shouldn’t discuss such things…”

“What? No! Tell us,” Posiva whined, stamping a foot coquettishly. “Come on, brother! Don’t be mean!”

Maxim held up his hands apologetically. “Sorry, dear sisters. But some things should only be privy between two people.”

“I bet you just stayed up all night arguing about diodes and transistor cables,” Minua said with evident amusement.

Maxim gave her a glare, annoyed more than anything that she was partially right. “At any rate,” he huffed, adjusting his coat, “it was a lovely time, and I invited her to stop by the castle some time soon.”

“Oh,” Posiva sighed, clasping her hands with a dreamy expression. “How romantic! I’m so glad you found such a lovely bride, brother dear. I can’t wait to meet her!”

“It should be enlightening, I’ll say that much,” Minua observed.

On that Maxim would agree.

Even as he thought this the doors behind him slammed open, causing him to flinch. He turned his head, profoundly unsurprised to see Katarina standing there triumphantly, her hands on her hips, head thrown back, tail wagging and wolf-ears straight up with attention.

“Maxim!” she declared, thrusting out what she held. “I bring thing from metal man!”

Maxim’s eyes lit up with delight. “You did? Let me see. Quickly!”

Strutting forward, Katarina dropped the item in question into Maxim’s waiting hands. He grinned wolfishly as he looked down at the receiver, its light still blinking.

“Yes. Yesss!” he laughed, lifting it into the air. “At last! With this, I have him! Quickly!” he declared, spinning on his heel. “To the lab!”

Without further preamble Maxim hastened through the corridors of the castle, Katarina and his sisters in hot pursuit. He burst into the machinist lab; his entrance causing Bitsy to jump and turn sharply from a control panel.

“Sparky? What’s-”

“We have the final piece I need!” he declared triumphantly, holding aloft the component.

Bitsy brightened and clapped her hands. “Ha ha! Finally!”

Posiva and Minua hurried in behind Maxim, only for the pair to skid to a stop and gape.

“Oh my,” Posiva breathed.

Maxim glanced back at them, then turned back around to his tracking array. The mass of brass, iron, and glass filled the full center of the lab in a mechanical jumble of pipes, antennae, and dials. “Ah, yes. The fruit of my latest work,” he informed them as he gestured at it. “Tracking Jules hasn’t been easy, as triangulating the position he’s been broadcasting from has been loaded with interference, but no longer! He won’t be able to hide from me any more!”

Striding to the vast machine, Maxim tore off the back of the receiver to reveal the components within. He grabbed several waiting cables from the larger mechanism and plugged them into the receiver’s back, then set the device among the others Katarina had stripped from Jules’s cogs.

“Now!” Maxim declared, tugging down his goggles and gesturing grandly. “Bitsy! Throw the switch!”

“This is my favourite part,” she giggled before grabbing the massive lever and hauling it down.

With a bang the switch locked into place. A humming sound grew in the room. Building with a whirr that sang about the vast machine. Blue bolts of electricity crackled among the rafters. Sang in the spindles of tuning arrays as they juggled fingers of lighting. Lights and dials came to life, whirring with the chorus of technology. Of industry. Of glorious science!

Maxim grinned as he watched the machine come to life. As power surged through its veins of copper and rubber and more. Static crackled from several speaker horns welded to the vast apparatus, causing Katarina to yelp and fold her ears. Maxim quickly grabbed a headset plugged into the machine and pulled it on.

“Now then,” he purred, grabbing several dials, turning them with all the tenderness of a lover. “Where are you hiding Jules, you little bastard?”

The spitting crackle of dead air filled his ears, the dial clicking under his hand. There! A sound popped through. Something clearer and pure. “Yes!” Maxim murmured triumphantly. “Little more, my darling. A little more…”

“He talks just like this in the bedroom,” he heard Bitsy whisper to his sisters. “Real tender. He even touches me like that when I put the clamps on my nipples.”

“Oh. How… nice,” he heard Posiva say.

Had Maxim any attention to spare, he’d have commanded her to keep quiet. But he was in the zone now. The delicate place of discovery and intensity. The tender spot on the cusp of knowledge requiring the finesse of the artisan. But he did make a mental note to give Bitsy a firm talking to (and an even firmer paddling) later.

For now, he worked.

Adjusting.

Tuning.

And slowly, slowly, the sound grew more defined.

“Almost have it,” Maxim breathed as the garbled sound radiating through the room began to clear, like a snowstorm of white noise dying away. “Now, let’s see,” he said, tweaking yet more controls, flicking several switches to isolate the frequency, his eyes glued to a seismograph twitching over a stream of paper. “That’s it. We’ve almost got it. A bit more and the triangulation will be… almost… there! Ha ha!” he cried as the machine whirred, a sheaf of paper filled with figures spitting out of the brass mouth of a reconfigured iron maiden. “We have him!”

Minua leaned in over quivering dials and numbers, her eyes scanning the sheet. “There?” she asked.

“Yes,” Maxim said, removing the headset triumphantly. “I’m sure of it!”

She tapped a meter. “Forty-seven miles northeast and six thousand twenty-nine feet in the air?”

“Er…”

Maxim stared at the altitude dials and markers. He yanked the data printout and checked the figures. “...Yes,” he said, nodding. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Ah,” Posiva said in dawning understanding. “So, he’s got an airship.”

“An airship?” Maxim said, looking up from the readout, his face falling considerably. “Damn!” he cursed, balling up the paper furiously. “How the hell are we supposed to assault that?”

“Wait for him to fly close enough that we can hit him with a cannon?” Bitsy proposed.

“Unlikely,” Maxim muttered, leaning a hand on the machine as he scowled. “Jules is a bastard, but he loves his own skin too much to come anywhere near the castle until I’m dead. If he hasn’t tried to launch an attack yet, it’s because he knows I’d blast him from the sky.”

“True,” Minua put in.

“Well,” Posiva said sweetly as she sidled in closer to her brother. “Now that you mention it, I think we do know someone who has an airship. Don’t we, big brother? Someone brave and clever, and an excellent pilot who no doubt would be delighted to help you.”

Maxim blinked at his sister, then understanding dawned and soured his expression. “...You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” he grumbled.

Posiva just smiled and squeezed his arm. “Come on, Maxim,” she said. “Sullivan would be happy to help, I'm sure of it! And won’t it be worth it?”

Maxim slapped his hands over his face, muttering into his palms expletives not for the ears of young ladies. Then he dragged his hands down and away with a sound of profound annoyance and frustration.

“Mrrrrrrrfine!” he snapped. “I’ll ask… ugh… Sullivan if he can give me a ride. If I have to.”

“Yay!” Posiva cheered, flinging her arms around his neck and giving him a loving hug. “I just know he’ll help, brother! You’ll see. He’ll do a marvelous job.”

Maxim just grumbled, arms crossed bitterly. If he was lucky, maybe they’d be shot down first.

Maybe…


Ch. 24 The Help

Ygor’s grandfather, Agor, had once sat him on his uncle’s knee (which at the time had been attached to Agor’s leg) and told him, “My boy, there cometh a time in every Gor’th life when he realitheth that hith mathter ith a moron.”

Ygor had gasped, appalled at such a sacrilege, but his grandfather had held up one of his four hands for calm. “Thith ith not to thay that the mathter ith thtupid. Or even not a geniuth of unparalleled thkill and thadithm. No Gor would work for thomeone without a complete dithregard for ethicth and every law in the book, holy or otherwithe. But make no mithtake, a brilliant mathter can thtill be thtupid. And it’th important you realithe it.

“Naturally, we of the Gor family will thtill therve them,” Agor continued. “It ith our duty, to obey with dithtinction. We are not thqueamith. And when pothible, we will attempt to guide the mathterth onto the right path of appropriate inthanity. A man hath to have thomeone they can trutht in life. Thomeone willing to bury the bodieth and later dig them up when an extra brain ith needed. And our mathterth often have no one, becauthe they killed them everyone elthe in a fit of lunatic rage.

“But we mutht remember,” old Agor had continued gravely, “that thothe we therve are often thelf-dethructive, thin-thkinned bathdardth who would do anything for power. And though we may therve, we do not therve the thuithidally thtupid. There ith no thame in buggering off when thingth go titth up.”

Ygor had been scandalized at the time. But he respected his grandfather. Any man who lived long enough to become more stitch than skin deserved respect. You didn’t get old working for sparks by being stupid, and parts of Agor were old enough their nearest relatives were exhibits in the British Museum.

And as he stood today in the lab of his master, Ygor suspected the time for ‘buggering off’ was very fast approaching.

“Hell!” Jules swore, slamming his fist onto a control panel causing the dials to jump. “Hells and dammit and blast it all!”

Ygor said nothing, rocking on his heels, hands clasped behind his back as his master raged. Being well versed in the temperamental furies of mad geniuses, Ygor knew that this one was different from usual. And not just because there were fewer breakable items around by now.

“How can they not see?” Jules demanded furiously. “How can none of them understand? Don’t they realize what an idiot Maxim is? How incompetent? How doomed anyone who joins him is? What is happening? What the hell is happening! He should have enemies everywhere! People eager to depose him. But they fear him! Him? Maxim? It’s so funny I can’t even laugh! Laugh, damn you!” he snarled at Ygor.

“Ha! Ha ha-”

“What the hell are you laughing about? You think this is funny?”

“No, mathter,” Ygor quickly said, all jocularity instantly gone.

“Damn right it’s not!” Jules snarled, seizing another beaker and hurling it at the wall with a crash. “Damn him! The vampires, the industrialists, even the stupid cow Aris who was trying to kill him have thrown in their lot with that idiot! And now Cortez is dead too! I have no allies left here, dammit! Nothing!”

“You have me, thir,” Ygor pointed out.

“Shut your hole!” Jules snarled, snatching up a wrench and hurling it.

Ygor ducked the chunk of metal and heard it clang off something behind him. “Perhapth thome tea, mathter?” he suggested.

“Get me brandy!”

“Of courthe, mathter,” Ygor said, quickly scuttling back and out of the lab.

Once he was clear he turned about and began loping thoughtfully through the humming corridors of the airship. Normally he’d hustle to obey his master, but he had a feeling that Jules needed some time to cool off and break things alone. Time Ygor was happy to give. He wasn’t afraid of being beaten by the master. He had more metal in him than a victim of grapeshot from the Napoleonic Crusade. But to be beaten was so… cheap. It would be one thing to be tortured. That took a degree of malice, intent and, if not sanity, at least sadistic ingenuity that a Gor could respect. But being hit by a piece of pipe? Kicked on the floor while a man cursed you out?

Well, that was just… demeaning. And not in a good way.

The ship was quite quiet, Ygor observed as he limped down the corridor to the study. Not surprising. They only had a skeleton crew left, who were mainly occupied on the bridge, and with Cortez dead there was talk about paychecks and who’d be writing them, which Jules did not appreciate. Ygor sighed as he entered the cabin and opened the liquor cabinet. He was tempted to quit too, but it was tough to get work these days for the hunchbacked henchmen of a mad genius. So many new masters went in for attractive young females to serve them. No appreciation for the cultured legacy of your cringing minion. Maybe he should change careers? Perhaps a butcher? One didn’t work around raw meat as often as he did and not get plenty of experience with cleavers. Or perhaps a job in the morgue? He’d heard Scotland Yard was hiring people willing and able to dissect bodies. And Ygor had always liked detective novels. Maybe they’d even let him ‘trade’ some of his bits for new ones? Not like their previous owners would need them. And it seemed a shame to just bury a decent pair of legs.

But no, he thought with a twist of stitched lips as he fetched out a bottle. Ygor was the minion of evil geniuses through and through. It was in his blood. Literally. Generations of his family had served depraved madmen in their work. It was a proud tradition. A noble one! And there were bound to be a few loons about that would be willing to hire. Sure, the pay was rarely good, but all the rats you could eat, plus any spare parts not needed to build the latest abomination?

Ygor licked his lips. That was hard to say no to. Especially as the morgue likely frowned on that sort of thing. And being a butcher? Well, by the time the meat got to him, there wouldn’t be anything worth using. And the thing about your average mad genius was they always had money. Often this was because they came into some property, by inheriting it or disinheriting someone else. Often violently and by using something with a name like ‘Merriband’s Bone Extractor.’ Or they worked for someone with plenty of money. The wealthy often liked to have a spark about. It was a bit like keeping a pet artist or composer around, except with more explosions. About the same amount of ranting and questionable hygiene though.

Sadly, Jules was no longer one of those independently wealthy madmen. And that was likely causing many of his… issues.

Ygor hummed to himself as he placed the glasses on the tray. He supposed if it came down to it, he could always get a job as a bellringer, like cousin Quasi. Though Ygor would probably have to get religion too. Not really a problem. Many seemed to find it when they met him. “Oh God!” was a frequent refrain when people saw him, usually followed by variations of, “What happened to your [insert part of body].”

Ygor shrugged as he shuffled back down the corridor, deftly balancing the tray of glasses and bottle of brandy despite his clubbed foot. Well, if worst came to worst, he could always leave. Sure, the traditional two weeks notice was expected, but when the peasantry were beating at the gate with torches and pitchforks, the ‘every man/woman/thing for itself!’ rule naturally took precedence.

And Ygor had a feeling they were getting close to it. He’d worked for a few sparks just before everything went tits up, the monster went rogue, and the castle burned down around them. There were always signs. When all your allies abandoned you, your family disowned you, and the normal angry ranting of the mad genius started to involve copious alcohol, the end was likely nigh.

Well, Ygor would be ready. His body bag was already packed.

Easing open the door to the lab, Ygor poked his head in. Several machines were newly damaged and faintly smoking, and Jules had retired to a large chair, slumping in it with a simmering glower. Wordlessly, Ygor scurried inside. “Your drink, mathter,” he said, holding out the tray.

Jules snatched the bottle, ignoring the glasses as he took a large swallow. He gasped as he finished, wiping his lips and glaring at the far wall. “I’m going to kill him, Ygor,” Jules growled. “If I have to ram this airship into that abomination of a castle, I will kill my brother!”

“Of courthe, mathter,” Ygor said. “I have full confidenth in you.”

“Shut up,” Jules snapped. “I don’t need your platitudes.”

“Of courthe, mathter.”

Jules drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair, his jaw slowly working. “They’re selfish is what they are,” he muttered. “They have no idea what I did for the family. What I sacrificed. How I slaved over to help them.”

“Tho true, mathter.”

“Everything I did, I did for the Volts,” he continued. “How could they not see that? Are they blind? Or merely stupid. Ha,” he grunted, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I know the answer. They’re fools. My sisters. Mother. Grandmother. Maxim. All idiots. But I’ll prove I don’t need them. I never needed any of them.”

Ygor just nodded, watching as Jules took another swig of the brandy.

“I’ll make them all pay,” he growled, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the bottle. “All of them. They’ll pay for their doubts. Their hesitation. Their treachery! I’ll take that castle and make myself a lord to be feared. Respected! I’ll show everyone. I’ll show the world! Then they’ll see. They’ll all see what I’m capable of!”

“Yeth, mathter,” Ygor said soothingly.

“It’ll all be mine again,” Jules muttered, taking another heavy drink. “All mine! They’ll see. They’ll all…” He tried to take a second drink, and realized his bottle was empty. Fury twisted his face and with a sudden snarl he hurled the bottle at the wall. Ygor winced at the crash.

“Why are you still here?” Jules demanded, rounding on Ygor and gripping the arms of his chair fiercely. “Go get me another bottle!”

“Of courthe, mathter,” Ygor said, scampering out of the room.

Forget the suitcase. Perhaps it was time to pack his parachute…


Ch. 25 Up in the Air

“It really is a pleasure to be able to help you like this,” Sullivan said jovially.

“Yes. I’m sure,” Maxim grumbled from where he stood.

Sullivan merely laughed as he handled the wheel of the Pinafore, several crewmen bustling about the bridge. Through a wide window consuming the far wall Maxim could see out onto the open skies, with clouds scuttling by as the airship made its journey. Despite his annoyance at having to rely on his sister’s lying rat of a lover, he had to admit the man knew his stuff. And his ship was a thing of beauty.

Like any proper Englishman, Maxim had an appreciation for engines and ships of all kinds. And the Pinafore was a work of art, that was no question. Its motors hummed, the sound like a song vibrating through the deck and struts. The crew worked the bridge with a discipline that belied their rather eccentric costumes. And frankly, Sullivan was showing the expertise of a master airman. Despite his best efforts, Maxim was impressed.

“Aha! I think we see it,” Sullivan said.

Maxim peered out the window. “Where?”

“There,” Sullivan said, pointing.

Maxim followed his hand and finally spotted what the other man was indicating. Almost lost amid the blackness, he spotted an airship cruising through the clouds. A bulky vessel of the kind more commonly used for scientific expeditions over the black heart of Africa than war. With a large, reinforced gasbag, the gondola clung to the underside like a massive crab, the gilt which covered it ostentatious, though hardly as bad as the Venture Capital.

But none of that drew Maxim’s attention.

No.

His eyes were arrested by the sight of the sparking transmission arrays running along the gas bag like the electrified quills of a porcupine.

“Got him,” Maxim growled.

“We could easily shoot him from here,” Sullivan noted. “The Pinafore is a sleek girl, but she packs plenty of firepower! Much like your sister. Probably why I first fell for her,” Sullivan said dreamily.

With considerable effort Maxim resisted the urge to throw the other man through a window. “No,” he said instead, waving it off. “We can’t. We need to know he’s aboard before we take it down. I can’t risk blowing that thing out of the sky, only to discover he was only using it as a relay. I suspect I’d only discover he wasn’t aboard when he shoved a dagger in my back.”

“So, you’re still committed to your plan?” Sullivan asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Maxim said. “A boarding action is the only option.”

Sullivan’s eyes lit up. “Well!” he said, grinning. “You are a bold one. But it won’t be easy.”

“Which is why I’m relying on you,” Maxim said reluctantly.

“And fortunate you are to do so. Come,” he said, waving Maxim after him. “The others should be just about ready.”

Maxim followed the pirate out of the steering room and back into the ship. Down a ladder they entered the hold, and there among the ribbed metal Maxim found the rest of his strike team.

Katarina stood there along with Bitsy and Delia. The werewolf was awkwardly adjusting a strange pair of wings hoisted onto her back. The same device was on both Delia and Bitsy, who were getting some assistance from a pair of crewmen to get their own ones in order.

“Glider packs,” Maxim said, still not quite willing to believe it.

“A risky prospect, I know,” Sullivan said. “But I can tell you from experience there is no better way to board a hostile airship and cripple it.”

“This should be most interesting!” Delia said with an eager glint in her eye.

“Don’t like flying,” Katarina grumbled. “Don’t like sky. Feet should be on ground. Werewolves not birds. If meant to fly, would have wings.”

“You could have stayed behind,” Bitsy pointed out as she strapped her death ray to her chest.

“No way going to let mate go fight without me!” the werewolf retorted hotly.

“Then you’re gonna have to learn to fly fast,” Bitsy said, grinning as she glanced back at Maxim.

“We all are,” he said, moving forward. “The plan is simple enough,” he said. “We get aboard the airship, then split up. One team will shut down the bridge and the communication arrays, the other will kill or capture my brother, and then we all get out of there. It won’t be easy, but we’ll manage.”

“Should be quite entertaining,” Sullivan said as he waved over some more sailors. One began hooking up Maxim to a glider pack, but the spark scowled when he saw Sullivan putting one on as well.

“What are you doing?” Maxim demanded.

“Coming with you of course,” Sullivan said contentedly. “I could hardly face my beloved if I let her brother get killed, now could I?”

“I really can take care of myself.”

“I insist,” Sullivan said.

Maxim grimaced. It would be a lot easier to hate Sullivan if he wasn’t so damn helpful. “Fine,” he grunted, and clicked his gilder’s belt into place. “But be careful. I don’t want to be the one who has to explain to Posiva I got you killed on our first outing.”

“Not to worry,” Sullivan said. “I have full faith in you.”

Maxim grumbled again.

“We’re nearly in position!” one of the crewmen shouted from some controls.

“Wonderful!” Sullivan boomed. “Then, Gilbert? If you’d please?”

The sailor nodded and slammed a fist onto a button. Klaxons whooped as the rear ramp cranked open, wind roaring in as the midnight sky came into view. The forest and mountains lay below, but peering down, Maxim made out the bulbous shape of the other airship cruising about, as unsuspecting as a trout about to be divebombed by a hawk.

“Make sure you angle properly!” Sullivan shouted over the wind. “We only get one shot at this!”

“I hate this!” Katarina whined.

“Then stay behind,” Bitsy replied smugly.

The werewolf glared at the girl, then braced herself to jump. Maxim felt a pang of sympathy, but resisted the urge to tell her she shouldn’t come. Katarina would hate that more than anything. And to be fair, if anyone could survive a fall from such a height, it would be the werewolf.

He just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

“Let’s go!” Sullivan shouted, took several running steps down the ramp, then hurled himself into the void.

Taking a deep breath, gripping his cane tight in one hand, Maxim pounded down the ramp in pursuit and flung himself after and into the open sky

As he hit the updrafts Maxim slammed his hand against the activator on his chest. With a snapping sound the glider’s wings deployed, Maxim grabbing the handles in its hinged joints as the small gasbag deployed behind him, offering him some lift.

Instantly his fall slowed, becoming a more gradual descent down towards the distant bulk of the cruising airship. With slight tweaks to the handles, Maxim managed to maneuver the glider, bringing him in at a slow spiral towards his target.

He braced his legs as the back of the dirigible came in closer. The spines of the array loomed up like a forest of steel, and he grunted when he landed, forced to run a bit as the wind plucked at his glider before he hit the release. With a clank the glider’s straps disconnected, the whole device floating away as the wind caught it. Tragically wasteful, in Maxim’s opinion. But so it went.

He had to crouch down against the wind that rolled across the surface of the gasbag, nearly pulling him off his feet. Looking up, he spotted Katarina and Bitsy coming down too, the pair wobbling uncertainly. Especially Katarina, who was bobbing like a drunken albatross.

“Maaaaake waaaaay!” Bitsy yelped as she landed, feet running as she soared along the back of the dirigible. Only at the last minute did she manage to hit the release, the glider shooting off her. Maxim threw his arms open wide as Bitsy crashed into him, but he managed to keep his feet, holding her steady.

“You alright?” Maxim asked her.

“Mmm,” Bitsy hummed, nestling against him. “My hero.”

With a whooshing sound Delia deftly landed near them, a smack of her hand releasing the glider as she drew herself back up, one hand adjusting her monocle, the other hefting a pistol she trained about the back of the airship suspiciously.

“We’re clear,” she said primly.

“So it seems,” Maxim agreed. “Now-”

“How make stop!” Katarina shrieked, yanking Maxim’s attention back to the werewolf as she pinwheeled her legs, shooting past them and rapidly running out of landing space.

“Release the glider!” Maxim shouted at her.

“How! Katarina yelped.

“The release button!” Sullivan added over the roaring wind. “Hit the release button on the chest and-”

But Katarina had lost patience, and with inhuman strength simply ripped the straps off. The glider tumbled away in a broken heap, bouncing across the rigid airship before hurtling off it. As she landed Katarina went down on all fours, her claws digging into the gas bag and tearing gashes along the metal reinforcement with a shearing sound that made Maxim cringe.

“...I suppose that works too,” Sullivan said.

“Never. Again,” Katarina gasped, ripping her claws back out of the airship’s structure. “I never fly again!”

“Understandable,” Maxim assured her. “Hopefully you won’t have to. I have no doubt this thing will have an escape pod or lifeboat. They always do. Once we finish here, we’ll make use of it.”

“Oooh, close quarters combat,” Bitsy purred, rubbing against him. “Me likee.”

Katarina growled.

“Later,” Maxim said, easing Bitsy off him. “Come on,” he said, waving them on.

Slowly but surely, they followed him to the central structure of the airship, where they found an access hatch. It was locked, but with an eager heave Katarina ripped it open lock and all, then fairly flew down the ladder on the inside, Maxim and the others following.

Inside was a vast open chamber filled with inflated gas bags. Maxim was tempted to blast a few of them, but knew better. Not until they were sure the transmitters weren’t working and his brother was aboard. He couldn’t risk it unless he knew Jules was going down with the ship.

“Alright,” Maxim said at the door into the gondola proper. He nodded at a map bolted to the wall, outlining the ship’s structure. “Here’s the plan. Sullivan? Delia? Bitsy? You three head to the bridge and seize it. Kill anyone who tries to stop you.”

“Aw. I wanted to go with you,” Bitsy whined.

“I suggest you take her,” Sullivan said, drawing a cutlass and pistol. “Your charming seneschal and I can take the bridge on our own.”

“You’re sure?” Maxim said skeptically.

“Maxim, please! I am a pirate. This is my job.”

Maxim raised a brow, but nodded. “Very well then,” he said. “Seize the bridge. We’ll reconnoiter and depart once we’re sure we’ve destroyed the array, and Jules is dead. Everyone ready?”

“Most certainly,” Sullivan said.

“Of course, my lord,” Delia said, drawing a second pistol.

“Then let’s go,” Maxim said, yanking open the door and surging into the hall.

They split off almost instantly, with Maxim, Katarina and Bitsy bustling down the corridor, their footsteps ringing off the metal. His cane was charged full, but he also carried a pistol in his belt, knowing only too well the sort of danger firing off a bolt of lightning in the airship might cause. Though he wasn’t fool enough to leave his cane behind. They were dealing with his brother, and Maxim knew only too well the bastard would have plenty of tricks up his sleeves. Best to bring as many weapons as he could.

He was surprised not to encounter any guards or crew on their trip. It made Maxim nervous, even after they reached the lab proper. He stopped at the door and glanced back at Bitsy and Katarina.

He looked at first one, then the other. When both nodded he tried the door and found it locked. Ah well. A pity, but not surprising.

“Bitsy?” Maxim said, stepping back. “Would you mind knocking?”

“Oh Sparky,” Bitsy purred as she stepped forward, leveling her humming death ray at the door. “Thought you’d never ask!”

She pulled the trigger, and with a deafening roar the metal door and part of its frame vanished, the edges of the hole glowing with molten metal. Maxim nodded in thanks and stepped inside.

The airship’s lab was impressive for such a modest space. Though every lab in Grimmwald put it to shame, (aside from the nursery’s, whose Tiny Tot Torture Chamber advertised hours of educational fun), it was an admittedly comprehensive setup, filled with every facility the aspiring madman could want or need to do their work on the road. Brass gleamed and copper cabling sprawled, leading from various huge tanks lining the walls. Machines hummed here and there between tables laid out with bottles, phials and other tools of chemistry. Sparks buzzed from tesla coils and bulbs flashed with colour.

Their arrival had not gone unnoticed. At the end of the room was what looked to be where either its owner or a gigantic rat had been living. Vibrantly hued blankets draped a lounge chair, while bottles of various liquors were cast about it. A most Bohemian scene, further emphasized by the pair who had been lounging among it, only to bolt upright as Maxim entered.

One was a hunchbacked horror of a human being, though some of his parts put that last bit into question. The other was a familiar figure to Maxim, up to and including his bedraggled attire, and who had jerked up from his seat and now stared at him.

“Maxim?” Jules Volt said in disbelief.

“Hello, Jules,” Maxim replied, glaring at the other man. “You look awful.”
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Jules’s expression reddened with fury. “And whose fault do you think that is!” he snarled, distractedly smoothing out his waistcoat even as he glared at Maxim. “It’s because of you I’m in this damn mess to begin with!”

“Oh yes,” Maxim said drily. “It’s all my fault that you seized control of the family, disowned me, banished me, and then when our sisters and grandmother found out, they kicked you to the curb like the weasel you are. My dearest apologies, brother.”

“Shut up!” Jules snapped as he jabbed a finger Maxim’s way. “It is your fault you wretched bastard! You were plotting against me from the start. Mother and our sisters always liked you better! I knew they planned to hand the family over to you. And then where would we be? Hm? You’d bring us to ruin! I was the one who spent all those years building connections with the upper class! I was the one who spent days hobnobbing with the best and brightest of our Empire. I was the one who was actually looking to the future! You spent all your time buried in books and mechanical toys! I knew if we left it to you, you’d lose everything we built! So I got rid of you. I knew once the family saw how well I ran the house, they’d see the error of their ways and put me in charge anyway!”

“And how did that work out?” Maxim asked mildly.

“Shut up!” Jules repeated, stamping his foot, face twisted with fury. “You always thought you were better than me! But you’re wrong! You’re nothing! I should have been the heir! I deserved what they were just going to give to you! And now, I’m going to take what should have been mine all along!”

“That always was your problem, Jules,” Maxim noted, glaring at his brother. “You always assumed the world owed you something. Well, let me say that it doesn’t. You have to work for what you get. The world will give you opportunity, but such times only prove what we’re capable of. And I think everyone can see you for what you can do now.”

“Can I kill him now?” Katarina asked eagerly, baring her fangs at him. “Want to know what his meat tastes like for real!”

Jules recoiled at the sight of the werewolf, then grit his teeth wrathfully. “You want a taste? Well, I’ll give you a taste. I’ll give you both a taste of what I’m capable of!”

His hand snapped out and grabbed a lever. With a savage yank he pulled it.

Steam hissed from several tanks on either side of the lab. The doors rose with a groan, and huge forms moved free.

“Behold!” Jules cried, throwing his arms wide. “You may have killed my cog copies before, you wretched wolf. But I haven’t been up here spinning my wheels! I have created that which will be your end!”

“Ooooh,” Katarina said, her eyes widening as the monsters stepped down from their tanks. The mist faded, revealing huge, grey skinned humanoids with red eyes and copious stitching. Glass domes encased their brains and metal plating patched their grotesquely muscled forms here and there. Tattoos of XX1 and XX2 patterned their respective chests, and when their mouths opened, they revealed sharp teeth.

“That’s right, Maxim,” Jules cackled, grinning madly. “You’re not the only one with abominations to fling at your enemies! And these brutes are more than enough to handle your filthy mongrel!”

“Look fun,” Katarina growled, licking her lips as her hands grew, pale fur bristling across her arms and neck as her body swelled with size, her face elongating into a muzzle filled with sharp teeth. In a matter of moments, she stood as tall as Jules’s horrors, her demi-wolf form filling the space behind Maxim. “I tear apart good!”

“I invite you to,” Maxim said, his cane crackling as he brought it to bear.

“Want me to help?” Bitsy asked, hefting her death ray.

“If you can. But you have your job,” he told her without turning his gaze from his brother.

“Sure do!” Bitsy said, grinning.

“If you think your trollops can handle my monsters, then you truly are a fool!” Jules said, smirking. “In fact, this is perfect! I’ll kill you and take your castle with ease after this!”

“Then, I take it you're not surrendering?” Maxim asked.

Jules guffawed. “Not on your life!”

“Pity,” Maxim said, and hit the trigger on his cane.

The bolt of lightning seared through the air with a booming crackle. Before it hit though Jules managed to grab the startled hunchback and filing him into the path. Maxim cursed as the lightning slammed into the stitched figure, hurling the short man away to crash into one of the lab’s many machines. Sparks rained down in a molten tide, and Jules scrabbled away, stabbing his finger at Maxim.

“Kill him!” he screamed. “Your master commands it!”

The two brutes lurched into motion, roaring as they hurled themselves at Maxim, only to be intercepted by the snarling bulk of Katarina. She slammed into XX1, grabbing it by the arms and tackling it into XX2, who staggered back, then ate a blast from Bitsy’s death ray. The sharp stink of ozone filled the air, the second brute moaning and clutching at its scorched arm.

“Hoo yeah!” Bitsy cheered gleefully. “I love this thing!”

The brute bellowed and started for her, only for Katarina to fling its brother into it, the pair smashing into several machines. Katarina hurled herself after them, taking on both of the overly-muscled horrors with a howl of gleefully vicious abandon.

Maxim left the pair to it; the whole of his attention fixed on Jules. He charged the other man, firing a second bolt of lightning even as his brother scrambled around a dynamo. The machine exploded as lightning clawed over its surface, Maxim cursing as he dodged around the machine and after his brother.

Behind it was a vast array of weapons racked to the wall. Jules was in the midst of pulling on a brass gauntlet covered with glass bulbs. He looked up as Maxim rounded the corner and flung up the glove as Maxim fired another lightning bolt at his brother.

The jagged bolt swerved from Jules and slammed into his glove, its domes glowing as it ate the electricity. Jules laughed viciously. “Did you really think I wouldn’t come prepared for your little tricks, brother?” he demanded, grinning savagely as his gloved hand snatched a sword from the weapon rack, whipping it about with a metallic ring. “You’re pathetically predictable.”

“Did you predict me beating you to death with this cane?” Maxim demanded, stalking towards his brother.

“Let’s see you try,” Jules countered, and lunged forward.

Cane met sword with a ring of steel, bullwhips of electricity blazing from the two weapons and touching neither combatant. Maxim cursed as Jules pushed in, a slash neatly parried, Maxim’s own counter deflected by a quick flick of his brother’s blade. For the first time, Maxim regretted the Volt’s tradition of training its children in armed combat. He’d hoped that his brother might have gone rusty from all his knobbing with nobles and royals, but if anything Jules was better than he expected.

“Not so easy now, is it?” Jules demanded as he cut and swiped, his blade dancing against Maxim’s cane. “I’ll stick your head on the battlements so all this valley can see what happens to those who defy me! I’ll turn your werewolf into a rug! I’ll make your lover mine!”

“Grimmwald would indeed have loved you,” Maxim said over another clash of steel. “You have just the right amount of sadistic stupidity.”

“Too bad your cane isn’t as sharp as your tongue!” Jules snapped, his teeth bared in hatred as he pressed the attack.

Maxim gave ground, his feet banging across the metal floor as he dueled his brother. Errant bolts of electricity snapped out with every clash of their weapons, crawling across the machinery of the lab. Generators and machines exploded and overloaded with every blow between the brothers. Bottles of chemicals shattered and burst as jagged fingers of lightning dragged across them.

Maxim maneuvered to a table and feigned being knocked against it. Such a chance Jules couldn’t resist, and he struck hard, driving Maxim back, almost bending him over the table. Another vicious blow fell on Maxim, barely blocked by his cane, the sword cutting a deep gouge in the metal.

“Die!” Jules snarled, swinging his sword high over his head.

Maxim squeezed shut his eyes and hit the low trigger on his cane.

A blinding flash of blue light blazed from the dome, Jules screaming as he tried to shield his eyes with his other arm. Maxim seized the opportunity and rolled out from under his brother, barely evading a belated but frantic slash from Jules. The sword thudded into the wood, burying deep, and Jules cursed, trying to yank it out to no avail.

Not that he was given much of an opportunity, as Maxim swung about and punched his brother hard in the face. Jules reeled, losing his grip on his sword. He blindly swung his gauntlet at Maxim, forcing the other to duck the clumsy blow before he hooked his cane in Jules’s leg, sending the other spark crashing to the floor.

“It’s over, Jules!” Maxim spat as he loomed over his brother. “You lose! Give up!”

Jules squinted over an arm raised defensively, a snarl on his lips. “And give you the satisfaction of dragging me home? Never!”

“Are you really going to make me kill you?” Maxim demanded.

“As if you could!” Jules sneered, his glove raised, glowing with power to parry another bolt of lightning.

Maxim sighed and reached into his belt, pulling out a pistol. “You never did know how to quit, brother,” Maxim said as he leveled the gun at his brother’s face.

A sudden crash had him turn about sharply as one of the grey abominations slammed into the deck near him, Katarina atop the monster and ripping him apart with swipes of her huge claws. The huge grey figure moaned, trying to bludgeon Katarina off with little success. The massive werewolf had her teeth into the meat of his neck and was tearing like a terrier with a rat. With a sudden triumphant snarl, she whipped her head up, ripping a great gobbet of the monster’s throat out.

XX1 gagged, choking on its own black blood as it swung uselessly at her. Maxim’s head snapped back around, just in time to spot Jules scrambling behind a vat.

“Jules!” Maxim snarled, firing his pistol at his brother’s back. The bullet slammed into Jules’s shoulder, who howled with pain, but managed to wrench open a metal door that had been hidden in the space, darting inside as Maxim’s second shot pinged off the metal. With a curse, Maxim dove in after him.

. . .

Wrong.

It was all going wrong!

Jules panted, stumbling through the depths of the airship’s maintenance passage. He slammed a fist against a latch, causing a hidden door to burst open, dumping him into a corridor.

“Jules!”

He shot a manic grin back around as Maxim emerged around the corner, his cane crackling, his gun upraised. Static surrounded Maxim like some vengeful devil of the storm, illuminating him in the corridor, warring with the blaring red of emergency lights. Heaving with sobbing laughter, Jules yanked the lever, the door swinging shut and sealing with a hiss.

But that wouldn’t hold Maxim long.

It couldn’t.

The bastard would get that door open. But he’d be too late! Too late!

“Ygor!” Jules shouted as he staggered down the corridor, the deck tilting beneath his feet. “Ygor, you wretched bastard! Where…”

He stopped in shock, spotting Ygor at the door of the airship. The hunched figure stared back, his greasy hair flared with static, patchwork suit still charred. And a parachute now awkwardly hoisted onto his hump while a traveling valise hung in his hand.

“Ygor,” Jules said slowly, extending his hand. “Give that parachute to me.”

“Thorry, mathter,” the hunched figure said. “I’m afraid I mutht tender my rethignathion.”

Jules stared. “You… your what…”

“Conthider the parathute my theveranthe pay,” he added, grabbed the handle of the door and yanked it open.

Realization hit him and Jules lunged, but Ygor had already leapt out into the sucking void. Jules lurched after him and caught himself on the doorway. He clutched the riveted metal as he stared down at Ygor’s tumbling figure, right until the hunchback yanked the cord, his parachute unfurling and arresting his fall into a slow descent.

“Ingrate!” Jules screamed, shaking his fist at the descending figure. “After all I’ve done for you! Ygor, you little bastard! You’re fired!”

Jules wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw the hunchback make an unflattering gesture with two fingers.

Cursing, Jules lurched back into the airship, looking for parachutes. But none met his eyes. No. No! It wouldn’t end like this. It couldn’t! The bridge. The bridge! Yes! The crew was there. They could help him! Or there might be another parachute or… or something!

He caromed down the halls, banging off the walls as the airship listed this way and that. The door loomed suddenly out of the smoke and he grabbed the handle, wrenching it open. It gave with a groan and he burst onto the bridge. “All of you! Attend me! I need… need…”

Jules trailed off, gaping in shock.

Much of the bridge was in ruins. Control panels smoked and sparked where they’d been destroyed. Crewmen lay scattered about, as dead as the stations they’d once manned. Two people stood inside, and even just a look told Jules they were not on the manifest. One was a young woman in an airman’s vest and a monocle, two pistols in her hands. The other was a tall, mustachioed man in a captain’s jacket, goggles down over his eyes, his cutlass still dripping blood onto the deck.

“Well well,” the male pirate said, smiling. “You must be Posiva’s brother.”

Jules took a step back, but then he heard footsteps banging off the deck behind him. He whirled and stumbled onto the bridge as Maxim followed him with eyes burning with hate. “You!” Jules yelped. “I-”

Maxim punched him hard in the jaw. Jules flew back and crashed into the steering wheel, which failed to move. He shook the stars from his eyes and looked up as Maxim loomed over him.

“End of the line, Jules,” Maxim growled, lifting his revolver, pointing it at his brother’s head.

Jules grit his teeth, glaring defiantly at Maxim. “Go ahead,” he snarled. “Shoot me. Kill me! I’ll not beg you for mercy. You’ve stolen everything else from me, what’s my life, eh? But we both know you haven’t the stones for it! You didn’t stay in England to fight me. You ran. You were never strong enough to be the head of the Volts!”

Maxim paused at that, frowning. “You may be right,” he conceded.

“W-wait. Really?” the girl with the death ray said, poking up from behind him.

“Yes,” Maxim said. “Only a cruel man would simply shoot his own brother at his lowest.”

A shaky smile rose to Jules’s lips. He knew it. He knew it! He knew Maxim didn’t have the balls for it! The idiot would probably take him prisoner. Lock him up in some tower or banish him to the family’s business in India. Well, that would be fine. For Jules would be back. He wouldn’t stop here! Time to rebuild. Time to plot his next work to destroy his brother. Gather the right sort of allies. Seize his moment! And no more mistakes!

Then came the gunshot.

Jules’s smirk slipped and he looked down at his chest as blood stained his shirt.

“Wha…”

“Fortunately,” Maxim said, squatting before his brother, his smoking pistol dangling between his legs. “People change. And though I might not be the sadist many in our family were, I am the Master of Grimmwald. And if I can’t shoot my own brother, well,” Maxim chuckled grimly. “I guess you’d be right, Jules. I really wouldn’t be worthy to rule the castle.”

Jules tried to speak, but only blood dribbled from his mouth.

And darkness enveloped him…

. . .

Maxim watched his brother’s corpse flop over onto the deck and sighed.

“Dang, Sparky,” Bitsy said. “That was cold. Sexy, but cold.”

“I suppose so,” Maxim said, rising to his feet.

Katarina patted his back. “It not easy killing family,” she said.

“No,” Maxim agreed. “No, it’s not. But sometimes, they don’t give you a choice.”

Katarina nodded.

“So… what now?” Bitsy asked. “Do we dump the body? Or feed it to Katarina?”

The werewolf perked up. “I can eat?”

“No one’s eating the body,” Maxim said with a shake of his head. “We’ll bring it back to Grimmwald and send it to England. He was a bastard, but he was my brother. The least I can do is let mother inter him in the mausoleum. Even if a ditch might be more appropriate.”

“That’s quite noble,” Sullivan said.

“You should not be surprised,” Delia said proudly. “Our lord is kind but ruthless. The perfect blend to rule over the valley.”

Maxim was less sure, but shrugged it off and turned to Sullivan. “Can you pilot this thing back to Grimmwald?”

“Please! I’m a pirate,” he replied.

Maxim nodded at him as he took the wheel. Then he looked once more down at his brother. A twinge of regret ached in his heart, but it slowly died. It was a terrible thing to kill your own brother.

But sometimes, a man just had to prune the family tree a bit.
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Though it was with triumph that Maxim returned to the castle that night, so too was it with sadness that he gathered his sisters to inform them there was one less Volt in the world. Bitsy had patted his shoulder, and the others gave the family space, sensing this in him. Sullivan too had left, the Pinafore taking Jules’s airship away to be auctioned off as a prize, though he’d given Posiva some consoling before he left.

And now, the surviving Volt siblings stood in Maxim’s study, his brother laid out on a table in the low light of a buzzing chandelier.

“Poor Jules,” Posiva said softly, brushing her fingers across the still face. “Why did he have to be so stupid?”

“Greed,” Minua said. “Pride. Arrogance. Take your pick.”

“Still,” Posiva sniffled, then looked up to Maxim. “Are you doing okay?”

Maxim shrugged. Though he knew he should feel some measure of regret or even shame for shooting his brother, he found it hard to find any. Maybe he was a colder man than before, but the fact remained he had no qualms about what he had done. “It’s unfortunate, but so it goes,” was all he said.

Posiva nodded, then stepped in and hugged him. A moment later Minua joined in, squeezing him warmly. Maxim returned their embrace, the three standing together in a moment of shared emotion.

“He was a bastard, and I’m glad he’s dead,” Posiva said softly. “But still…”

“I know,” Maxim said, squeezing them both. “He was family.”

“I hope he rots in hell,” Minua said coldly. “After all the damage he’s caused, it’s the least he deserves.”

Having met a demon, Maxim took some comfort in the fact that hell did, indeed, exist, and that barring a considerable amount of unexpected (and unlikely) donations to orphanages or other good deeds, his brother was surely down there. And Maxim doubted Jules would be receiving favoured treatment. Though he would probably be attending a very big family reunion. Recent studies had inclined him to suspect that few of his family were going anywhere but a fiery pit. One didn’t have as many torture chambers as the masters of Grimmwald did and expect to pass through any pearly gates in the future.

He released his sisters and stepped back. “I’ll arrange a coffin so you can bring him back to England and mother. He can be interred in the family vaults.”

“She’ll appreciate that,” Posiva said, letting out a sigh. She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled at him. “But she won’t have to be sad for long! Because even if she did lose a son, another is coming home! Mother and grandmama are going to be delighted!”

Oh dear. Maxim had nearly forgotten about that. Honestly, he’d been putting it off since this whole ‘Jules’ situation came up, but he supposed there wasn’t anything else he could use to delay any more.

“I’m not going back,” he said.

Posiva and Minua stared at him blankly. With a shaky laugh, Posiva shook her head. “That’s… that’s quite the funny joke, Maxim,” she said. “Of course you’re coming home. You… you can’t seriously be thinking of staying here, right?”

“Actually,” Maxim said, clasping his hands behind his back. “I’m afraid I am. I’ve made Grimmwald my home now, and have taken on the task of the master. Not to mention I am… ahem, betrothed. And there are, of course, other women about here that I’ve… well, generated ties to.”

“Then bring them with you,” Posiva said with a vague gesture. “Why not? We’ve surely got room at the estate.”

“It’s not that simple,” Maxim said patiently, his voice warming to the subject. “This is their home. Their roots. They’ve lived and fought for it. Frequently for me, in fact. Katarina has her packs among the forests. Delia suffered greatly to reclaim the town and valley that her father once worked so hard to keep. And Bitsy… well, to be fair, she’d follow me most anywhere. But Moira herself is… well, the maid of the castle. And leaving it is… trying for her. I doubt she could for long.”

“Then you come with Bitsy,” Posiva said, a tinge of desperation in her voice. “Come on, Maxim. Home! It awaits you! You’ll surely become head of the family now. Everything can be back to the way it was before! Well, aside from Jules not skulking around the place. So even better! And all you need to do is come home.”

Maxim smiled ruefully. “Once, I’d have loved nothing better, Posiva. But now?” he said, turning towards a window overlooking the valley and the storm-brewing skies. He smiled as lighting flashed, its glow throwing his face into sharp relief as it struck one the rods projecting from a tower. “Now, I dare say I’ve made the castle my home as well. True,” he added ruefully, “it’s not the best place. Not likely to be featured on any tourist maps, other than with a warning to never, ever go anywhere near it. The castle is a bit rundown and the people are… odd. Yet,” he said, turning back to them with a shrug. “I find I like it here for some reason. I do think of it as home now, and I am its master. Simply put.”

“But…” Posiva said, her lower lip wobbling, tears pricking the corner of her eyes. “But you can come home! With us! We can be a family again.”

“I’m sure I will come to visit,” Maxim assured her. “But home for me is Grimmwald.”

Posiva’s lips squeezed together and she sniffled. “But… but… Ohhhh!”

“Posiva!” Maxim cried as his sister spun round and fled, sobbing from the room. He winced as the door slammed behind her and he dropped his hand with a sigh.

“Give her time,” Minua said, coming up beside him and touching his arm. “It’s just a bit of a shock for her. She thought we’d be coming here and saving you from exile, but instead you’ve made a home in this…” She searched for a kind word. “...place.” She patted his shoulder. “You know how she gets.”

“I suppose,” Maxim sighed. “And I can’t exactly blame her,” he added with a rueful look about the somber study, his eyes lingering on the collection of skulls in a display case. He grimaced. “Not many people would willingly stay in a castle like this.”

“It’s a strange place,” Minua admitted as a wane smile danced on her lips. “But I can see why you care about it. To be honest, brother, I admire you a bit for that.”

“Not sure you should be admiring a man who’s become the local mad tyrant,” Maxim said ruefully.

“Not that,” Minua said, waving it off in a gesture strikingly reminiscent of Posiva. “Coming down here and, well, making it your own. There’s something so… courageous and grand about that.”

“You think so?” Maxim said dubiously.

“I do,” she said, sighing. “To tell you the truth, Maxim. I’m worried.”

“About who? Posiva?”

“No,” Minua said, shifting uncomfortably. “About… well… me.”

Maxim turned to face his sister fully. “You? Why?”

She rubbed her arm, avoiding meeting his eyes. “It’s just… Well, simply put, I… I don’t think I’ll be able to go on adventures like I have been for much longer.”

“You won’t? Whyever not? Are you feeling ill?”

“Because Posiva is going to get married.”

Maxim was flummoxed. “What does that have to do with it? Do you think she’ll just settle down?” He chuckled. “Really? Posiva? She’s marrying a pirate for goodness sake. Not to mention there’s hundreds of places she still wants to see in the world. She hasn’t even gotten to meet that tribe of snake women rumoured to rule Brazil.”

Minua sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “Oh, come on, Maxim,” she said bitterly. “Surely you have to realize that once she does marry Sullivan, she’ll eventually plan to settle down. Hard to go gallivanting to find El Dorado or pack it over the Tibetan mountains fighting yetis, monsters and foreigners while seeking Shangri La if you’ve got a baby on the way. Or several at home. Posiva will settle up at the estate well enough, and likely Sullivan will become the new lord of the manor and family.”

“A pirate?” Maxim exclaimed, appalled. “Never! I mean, he’s… well…”

Maxim trailed off, realizing that begrudging a pirate for taking over the estate was a bit hypocritical. Maxim himself was, after all, the local mad tyrant of a backwater castle filled with monsters, and sporting a family tree that read like a list of crimes against humanity. Besides, many a great English family was begat by some scurrilous pirate who happened to raid the right ship for queen and crown. Hell, the entire landed class over in Australia was that and worse! Though then again, only that sort could survive the terrible Down Underland, with its giant spiders, combative kangaroos, and the United Emu Federation which continued their guerilla campaign against the invaders.

Minua gave him a wry look, and Maxim cleared his throat. “W-well, anyway,” he coughed. “I’m sure Posiva would never dream of chasing you off or anything like that. You’re her sister for goodness sake.”

“I am,” Minua sighed, shaking her head. “And yet, that’s part of the problem. Oh, I know Posiva would never ask me to leave. But she won’t be able to help but hint it. She loves me, and I love her of course, but come on, Maxim. The last thing a new couple wants is to drag along a spinster baggage like me. For heaven’s sake, I’m nearly twenty-five and still haven’t a man! I’ll be in the way no matter what I do. It’s a fact. No,” she sighed, hugging herself and gazing up at the portrait of Hieronymus glaring down at them. “My time as half of the adventuring sisters Volt is coming to an end. And I must find a way to make that work. Really,” she said with a sad smile his way, “I was hoping you would come home with us, so you might join me on such travels instead. But,” she sighed, “I see now that’s not going to happen.”

For a moment Maxim said nothing, merely absorbing what this would mean for her. “Do you intend to go solo?” he finally asked her gently.

A weak smile alighted her lips and she shook her head. “To be honest with you, Maxim, I haven’t the foggiest idea what I’m going to do. Every night since I came here I lie awake, staring at the lamps and wondering what I’m to do with myself. I haven’t slept well at all. When I do, they’re filled with strange nightmares of darkness and whispers. I don’t know,” she sighed again. “Most likely I’ll continue to travel, but it will be very different without Posiva at my side…”

On that, Maxim would agree. Even so, he recognized that he couldn’t truly understand the loss that was happening for Minua. The sisters had been inseparable all their lives. In fact, when they were children, they half-joked how fun it would be for Maxim to stitch them together like Siamese twins. Naturally he had not. His mother had been very careful about allowing him needle and thread after what happened with Scraps. Not many precocious childhoods involved resurrecting the family dog with bolts, an old clock, and a bit of lightning. In his defence, Scraps always had ticks.

So, though Maxim was surely no stranger to needing to completely restructure his life due to events beyond his control, he had also always been quite independent. Minua and Posiva, on the other hand, had always had each other to rely on. And now, Minua was discovering that her old life was coming to an end.

Maxim patted her on the shoulder gently. “Well,” he said. “Rest assured, sister. You’ll always be welcome here.”

Minua smiled weakly. “Thank you, Maxim,” she said, moving into a hug with him, holding him tightly. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” he told her, squeezing her back.

For a moment they simply stood there in each other’s arms, but finally Minua pulled herself away with a shake of her head and a sigh. “Well,” she said with a weak smile. “I’d better go talk to Posiva. I’ll smooth things over, brother. Don’t worry. She’s just in a bit of shock. You know how she is,” Minua chuckled. “She’s always felt like the world turns towards the sun.”

“Too true,” Maxim said with a snort and a shake of his head. “And talk to her about your own concerns as well, Minua. I’m sure you’re catastrophizing the whole business of Posiva’s marriage a bit. I’m certain you’ll be able to be with her too.”

“Thank you, Maxim,” Minua said with a faint smile. “I will.”

And with that she glided out the door.

Maxim kept his smile on until his sister was gone. Then he let it drop and sighed, settling back in a chair. It was amazing how family drama could pursue one, even across the continent. Well, at least he didn’t have to worry about one part of it. Though it might make Christmas a bit awkward if he ever went home for the holidays. How to break the news to mother, after all? ‘Sorry for the Fratricide’ was a bit hard to fit on a card, but oh well. Jules was one of those people who only a mother could love, which made the whole thing a bit inconvenient given they shared one.

With a grimace, he looked back at his brother’s corpse on the table. “I swear,” he mumbled. “Family can be so…”

He trailed off, frowning.

Something in the room suddenly felt… off.

The lights flickered and Maxim looked up.

The chandelier swayed above him. He saw a spark from the wiring fizz around the cable holding it up.

And then, with a snap, it broke, and the whole thing suddenly plummeted towards him.

Maxim didn’t even have time to widen his eyes in horror. With desperately well-practiced reflexes he hurled himself out of his chair and across the floor. With a crash and a hail of sparks the chandelier smashed down where he’d been sitting, crushing the chair under more than a hundred pounds of metal, glass, and wire.

Heart hammering with adrenaline, Maxim surged back to his feet and stared in shock at the remains of the chandelier and chair, sparks still occasionally spitting from the ruins. He looked back at the ceiling in shock.

“Moira!” he roared

“Master?”

He spun to find the maid behind him. “There you are,” he said. He gestured at the broken chandelier. “What the hell is going on in this castle, Moira?”

“Master? I’m not sure-”

“Don’t give me that,” he snapped with a dismissive gesture. “For the last week it seems like this place has been trying to kill me! Chandeliers. Malfunctioning boobytraps. That thing in the kitchen!”

“I did warn you not to eat the eggs from the non-euclidian chicken, master.”

“Oh, right. Well, what about the other things?” he demanded. “This isn’t normal, Moira. Not for Grimmwald. I know this place is falling apart, but whenever it does it seems to be trying to take me with it!” He aimed a finger at her. “And I know you know something about it.”

She drew back. “I assure you, master, I-”

“What is going on, Moira?” Maxim demanded. “Why has it been happening since I uncovered my uncle’s old lab? What did he do, dammit! What are you hiding from me?”

Maxim didn’t realize he was shouting until the echoes faded away. He stood there, panting, heart racing, adrenaline zinging in his veins and anger boiling within him.

Moira looked paler than ever, her hands clenched before her. She bowed her head. “I’m sorry, master,” she said softly. “I cannot say.”

Maxim took a slow breath and pulled himself together. He grabbed the cuffs of his waistcoat, sharply straightening them as he glowered at her. “Have you been trying to get the castle to kill me, Moira?” he asked softly.

Her head snapped up, her face stricken with shock. “Master!”

“Well?” he demanded.

“No, master,” she said. “Never! I would never try and harm you!”

“But has a servant of the castle killed a master before?” Maxim asked.

Moira’s mouth slammed shut. She quickly lowered her head again, her hands gripping her skirt tightly, which was answer enough.

Maxim sighed, rubbing his forehead tiredly. “Moira…”

“I serve you, master,” she said miserably. “I am yours utterly. My body, mind, and soul are devoted solely to you. Please, master. Believe me.”

“I want to, Moira,” Maxim said. “But you’re hiding something from me. Something that puts my life at risk. And I have to know. Please. Tell me what it is.”

“I cannot say, master,” Moira said in a small voice. “I am sorry, master. I cannot say.”

On that, Maxim believed her. He didn’t know why she couldn’t tell him, but he truly believed that she couldn’t. Something stopped her. And he didn’t mean that she had some personal reason to keep it a secret, but that she was literally incapable of it. He’d been around her long enough to know that she would move heaven and earth at his slightest whim. Which meant that either she was an extremely good actor (which he very much doubted), that she had some higher loyalty which she held, which was possible, or she was literally unable to tell him.

Maxim sighed again. He really did hate this.

“Fine,” he said, turning away and waving at the ruined chandelier. “Get the gremlins or someone to fix that up, and stick my brother’s body in one of the morgues. I need to go for a walk.”

“Yes, master,” Moira said, her voice soft and flatter than a clown in a circus of blind elephants. “I will see it done.”

Saying nothing more, Maxim left the room. Time to do some more reading…


Ch. 28 The Truth Will Out

With a heavy sigh Maxim closed the book he’d been reading and leaned back, scowling.

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

Well, not quite correct, he thought as he looked at the pile of books he’d gotten from the library. He’d finally finished them, spending almost all of last night going through the last few, and none of them told him anything about why the castle might be acting the way it was. Plenty of information in there, assuredly. If ever Maxim wanted to keep a man alive while he peeled their skin off like an onion, or was curious on the most efficient way to sack a village, or a hundred other horrible means of furthering despotic tyranny, he now knew how. In vivid detail. Often with helpful and a bit alarmingly gleeful visual aids.

If, however, he wanted to know what the hell his great uncle had been researching about the god buried in his basement, then he was out of luck. The most that he’d been able to figure out was that the old man was very keen on the history of the castle.

“Which I knew going in,” he grumbled, swivelling in his chair to look again at the glowering portrait hanging over the desk. “What the hell were you doing that got the castle to kill you?” he asked.

The portrait remained silent, and quite ugly. Maxim grimaced. He really needed to get rid of that thing. Or at least put it somewhere more fitting. Like the privy.

He sighed, then turned his head when he heard a knock on the door.

“Yes?” he grumbled.

The door eased open and Bitsy poked her head inside. “Hey, Sparky,” she said. “Your psychotic fiancée is at the door.”

Maxim blinked blankly, then sprang to his feet. “Oh! Oh yes, of course!” he gasped, finally remembering his business with the Lady Aris. “Right. Send her right up, could you?”

“Uh… about that.”

The fingers of dread tickled across the back of his neck. “What?” Maxim asked.

Bitsy shifted her weight from side to side, twirling a lock of hair around her finger. “It seeeeeems that your sisters were down there when she arrived.”

Maxim’s face went ashen.

Oh no.

He fairly burst into motion, shooting past Bitsy so fast she spun like a top. “Wha- Hey! Sparky! Wait up!” she cried, chasing after him.

For once, Maxim didn’t. He pounded through the halls in a rush, leaping over several twisted dark cables and skidding around corners in his haste. Oh no. No no no! He didn’t even want to think about what his sisters and Beatrix meeting would be like. His mind balked at even imagining it. But he had a horrible premonition. He slid to a halt at the top of the grand staircase and looked down.

Tension lay thick in the air. Battle lines had been drawn. Posiva and Minua stood on one side of the grand hall. His sisters sported mirrored expressions of guarded scrutiny.

On the other side stood Beatrix, draped in a traveling cloak, and Zava lurking as ever at her mistress’s shoulder. The lady of Aris had a look of aristocratic challenge, her chin tilted back and eyes narrow at the other two women.

They weren’t alone. Katarina hovered near the foot of the stairs, looking pensive but ready, her tail swishing as she waited for one side to make a move. Moira lurked near the other balustrade, watching inscrutably.

“Lady Aris!” Maxim declared, hurrying down the steps before weapons could be drawn. “So good to see you! I see you’ve met my sisters, Posiva and Minua.”

“We were just getting acquainted,” Beatrix said stonily, not for an instant tearing her eyes from the other two women.

“Yes,” Minua said slowly. “So interesting to meet the woman who tried to sic some monster bears on our brother.”

A tinge of colour rose in Beatrix’s cheeks. “Is it?”

“No doubt,” Maxim said quickly, stepping between the trio and touching Beatrix’s shoulder and giving a somewhat frantic smile to his sisters. “But it’s all in the past, of course. Dead and buried.”

“Is that so?” Posiva said, taking several steps forward, Minua moving in time with her until the pair had barely an inch separating them from Beatrix, whose lips pursed as she stood her ground. “And you’re getting married to our brother?”

“That is my intention,” Beatrix said warily.

“And I suppose you love him?”

Beatrix blinked. “Love him?”

“I believe that’s when two people have intimate feelings for one another,” Zava suggested.

“I know what it means!” Beatrix hissed before her eyes were yanked back to a squinting Posiva. “And I… well, I mean, I have certain… ahem, feelings for him. True.”

“Beyond the homicidal ones?” Minua asked.

“I hardly see how that’s important!” Beatrix snapped back, glaring.

Oh dear. Maxim’s eyes darted between the trio. Posiva was scrutinizing Beatrix narrowly, Minua doing much the same, while Beatrix’s face grew more and more flushed with every moment. Maxim could fairly sense the noblewoman’s temper growing closer and closer to exploding.

Then, suddenly, Posiva brightened. “Well!” she proclaimed, throwing open her arms and enveloping a startled Beatrix in a hug. “Welcome to the family!”

Beatrix started. “I… excuse me?” she said.

“My sister means you look like you make a lovely match,” Minua said, settling back on her heels, a wan smile hovering on her lips. “And I suppose I do as well. Maxim?” she said, glancing over to him.

“Er, yes?”

“I think you both will do well together.”

“W-well! Of course we will,” Beatrix huffed. “As if there was any doubt.”

“Oh, none at all now!” Posiva exclaimed, leaning back and radiating happiness like a beam of sunshine. “It’s going to be marvelous! Are you staying at the castle? Oh, you must come by our room later and have some tea. It’ll be delightful!”

“What a wonderful idea!” Maxim said, grabbing Beatrix by the shoulder and yanking her away. “Why don’t you two go arrange that? I just need to talk to the Lady Aris real quick about something.”

“Splendid!” Posiva cried, clapping her hands with glee. “I can use that blend I picked up from Egypt! It has ground up mummy in it. Supposedly it lets you see visions of the afterlife!”

“Terrific! Sounds wonderful for the constitution and moral fiber. Beatrix? Right this way,” he continued, steering her away and down the hall.

It took a moment for Beatrix to adjust to this sudden change, which Maxim exploited to the fullest as he hurried her away and down one of the dreary corridors of Grimmwald, stepping over errant cables and the past portraits of masters long past. He spotted Zava, Katarina and Bitsy following at a pace, the trio whispering to each other, which Maxim found a little worrying.

“So those are your sisters?” Beatrix finally asked.

“Hm? Oh! Yes. Darling girls, aren’t they? Anyway! Did you make any more progress on that work?”

“Oh, I did,” Beatrix confirmed with a nod. “I took a longer look into it, and managed to decode more of the journal. It seems he was working on a machine that would influence the galvanic energy of something. A creature that exists on a different planar wavelength from our reality.”

“Really?” Maxim said, beyond relieved to change the subject.

“Yes. But the notes cut off quite suddenly when he spoke of building a machine.”

“Well, I think I can help with that. His old lab is right down this way,” Maxim said as he practically shoved her down some dark steps into the bowels of the castle. “I’ve been leaving it alone for obvious reasons. I certainly wouldn’t put it past my uncle to have installed any number of traps in there.”

“A wise precaution,” Beatrix said. “I always hide a little something in my own labs just in case.”

“Always a good idea," Maxim agreed as they moved down the cleared tunnel, daring to slow down and relax a little as they got further and further from the grand hall. “You never know who might wander in there. Fortunately, I cleared all the traps. Ah, here we… are…”

He trailed off as he saw a greenish glow emanating down the crudely rebuilt corridor. His steps slowed and Maxim frowned as they stepped into the hidden lab. The lights were on and so were many of the machines, humming with ambient activity. Dials flicked about machinery and the great glass bulb dominating the center of the room sparked and crackled.

“I thought you said you’d been leaving it alone,” Beatrix asked.

“I did,” Maxim said with annoyance and a tinge of worry. “It must have some sort of automated reactivation sequence that switched it back on.”

“Hmm,” Beatrix said, stepping inside. Her wandering eyes locked on to the machine consuming the center of the room. “So that’s it?” she said, moving towards it.

Maxim followed her, his eyes wandering suspiciously about. Beatrix peered at the machine, inspecting it from several angles and nodding to herself.

“Yes. Yes, I see,” she said.

“You do?” Maxim asked.

She nodded. “Yes. I think it works under the principles your great uncle wrote about, only…” She trailed off, her lips pursing as she walked around it, a finger tapping at her pursed lips. “...Only I think I see some of my father’s work in this thing.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes. But it’s… I’m not sure,” she said.

“You’re not?”

“I did just see it,” she grumbled with a pout. “And his notes are very scattered. But I’m sure that, after properly examining it, I will unlock its true purposes. Now, where is my room?”

“Your room?”

“Of course,” she said, folding her arms with a scowl. “Surely you didn’t think I’d spend all my time riding up and down that trail to this castle, did you?”

“Oh, well…”

“Not to mention that this will soon be my castle as well,” she added with a measuring look about the chamber. “It’s only proper I get a good look at what will soon be my home.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Maxim admitted.

“Naturally. And I will, of course, be here to chaperone my lady,” Zava added happily.

“Exactly,” Beatrix said with a huff.

“Which means there will be no hanky panky.”

“Hanky panky?” Maxim said dubiously.

“Yeah, Sparky!” Bitsy said, immediately attaching herself to his arm. “You know. Like when you put those little buzzing things on my nipples and cranked up the vibrations?”

Maxim felt his face warm, which was nothing compared to the sudden redness overtaking Beatrix’s. “Uh…”

“Or when you tied my spreadeagle to the bed, got out the candles, and did that thing where the hot wax dripped onto my naked, lily-white skin while I moaned in ecstasy?”

Maxim cleared his throat. “That was-”

“Oh?” Katarina said, brightening. “Hanky panky mean fuck? Like when you mate me on bed and I howl name while you fuck me and tug on collar?”

Maxim stared at the werewolf in horror. He heard a snort and saw Zava nudge Beatrix. “Hear that, mistress? A collar!”

“I-I heard!” Beatrix squeaked.

Maxim coughed. “I… w-well. Room!” he suddenly declared, grabbing Beatrix by the shoulders and propelling her back out of the chamber. “Yes! Room. Of course. Right away. Right away! Moira!” he called as they made their way back into the slick, dark halls of the castle. “Moira!”

“Yes, master?”

Maxim spun about gratefully as the maid emerged from the shadows, her expression benignly neutral but gaze curious.

“Moira! There you are,” Maxim gasped in relief. “Would you be so kind as to show the Lady Aris to one of our finer rooms? Ah, one not filled with torture devices and boobytraps?”

“That does cut down on the selection, master,” she noted.

“Please,” he said.

Moira hummed, then nodded. “I believe we have one or two, master. My lady,” she said, turning to Beatrix with a curtsy. “If you would follow me, please.”

“I suppose I may as well…” Beatrix said, casting a last suspicious look at Maxim before flouncing after the maid, Zava following, though keeping a wary distance from Moira.

Maxim kept the rictus of his smile on until the trio had ascended the stairs and were gone. Only then did he slump in relief and let himself sigh.

“Aw, gone already?” Bitsy asked teasingly. “We were just getting to the good stuff too.”

Lips thinning, Maxim turned back around and glared at both Bitsy and Katarina. “You two did that on purpose,” he said.

Bitsy and the werewolf exchanged a look. “Maaaaybe,” Bitsy giggled.

“Seemed fun,” Katarina added. “And be good new wife learns what mate is into.”

“Yeah!” Bitsy said impishly. “Did we do bad, Sparky?” she asked with a sly look his way, her hands clasped behind her and hips swinging side to side. “Were we naughty girls? Are you gonna… punish us?”

Katarina perked up. “Punish with fucks?” she asked, her tail beginning to swish.

“Oh noooo,” Bitsy said in mock horror. “Would Sparky really do that? Would he assert dominance by making us worship his big dick? Would he put us in our place with masculine virility? Would he really punish us for our insolence by rough, degrading breeding?”

“Breeding?” Katarina breathed hotly, her eyes shining.

Maxim glared at Bitsy. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” he growled.

“Sure. The big question is, Sparky, are you?” she asked.

It would be nice if Maxim could say he wasn’t. That he found his lovely assistant’s crude little jibes and seemingly unending libido infuriating. That he hated how she brought Katarina into her little games. He really, really did wish he could say that.

But the tightness of his trousers said otherwise.

Instead, Maxim stepped between the two women, his hands wrapping around the backs of their necks. “Walk,” he growled.

He could feel the shiver that went through both Katarina and Bitsy at that dominating command. To say nothing of the sudden uptick in the werewolf’s tail wagging. Any faster and she was liable to take off.

Instead, both women immediately started walking, Maxim moving between them and down the twisting corridors. It wasn’t far to his room, which felt vaguely surprising, as Maxim was pretty sure it was at nearly the other end of the castle. But that was the thing about Grimmwald. Distances in its halls always felt more like suggestions.

Either way, with no time for his blood to cool or desire to wane, Maxim found himself shoving the door open and pushing the two women into his personal chambers. Both Bitsy and Katarina turned as he closed and locked the door behind him, his eyes dark and smoky as he took them in.

“Ooooh, we did very bad, Katarina,” Bitsy said with a sly smile.

“Yes. Yes. We did bad,” Katarina panted, her cheeks flushed as she gazed longingly up at him.

“Yes. You did,” Maxim said, his voice seeming to rumble through the room, echoed in the storm which forever seethed above the castle. “So tell me, my dears. Just how do you intend to make up for it?”

“We show submission,” Katarina said instantly.

“Oooh! Good idea,” Bitsy said, slowly getting to her knees, her eyes twinkling as she looked up at Maxim. “And I’ve got just the way…”

Katarina nodded in eager agreement, joining Bitsy in sliding to her knees before him. Maxim raised an eyebrow, but was more than content to see just how they intended to show their… submission.

Which, apparently, began with undoing his pants.

Maxim grunted as his manhood came free, both women giving each other sly looks before, in tandem, leaning in. Maxim groaned as their tongues slid up along his shaft, a throaty moan escaping him at the pleasure which ached through his balls from their eager ministrations.

“God above,” Maxim groaned, his hands landing on their heads, his fingers tightening their grip as both women lovingly licked at his cock. “Good girls.”

“Noooo,” Bitsy cooed. “We’re naughty. Naughty naughty harlots who need to be shown their place.”

“Wanna be good girl,” Katarina panted, her hot breath washing over Maxim’s crotch, her tail thumping against the floor as her fingers played between her legs. “Wanna be a good girl for mate.”

“You’re making a… ah… a wonderful start,” Maxim breathed.

“Mmm. She sure is,” Bitsy giggled, pushing her shoulder against Katarina’s. The werewolf growled at the shorter woman, then gasped as Bitsy slid her hand between Katarina’s legs and began to stroke.

“Ooooooh,” the werewolf moaned, shivering. “Feels gooooood!”

“I bet,” Bitsy giggled. “Mmm. C’mon, puppy. Let’s deepen our bond while serving the master.”

“I… ah… I like idea,” Katarina panted as she pushed her hand between Bitsy’s legs, pulling a pleasured groan from Maxim’s assistant.

The man himself was content, for the moment, to watch it play out. Especially when they resumed their servicing of his cock, the pair jostling for position, their tongues and lips occasionally meeting one another in a dance of sapphic pleasure that would make a Greek hot and bothered. For his part, Maxim breathed heavily, relishing the sight. His pleasure building treacherously with every moment.

Under such an assault, even the greatest fortress would fall. Maxim fought it as long as he could, but before too long he couldn’t suppress a throaty groan as he came, cock pulsing as his seed burst free in a sudden swell of pleasure.

Katarina and Bitsy moaned as his pearly pleasure struck their faces, the pair eagerly licking up any that hit them. “Ooooh, master,” Bitsy moaned. “Thank you!”

“Felt good,” Katarina moaned. “We breed now?”

“Soon,” Maxim grunted. He jerked his head. “On the bed. Now. And get those clothes off.”

Both women fairly jumped to obey. Bitsy had a head start, given her clothes were practically underwear already, but Katarina made quick work catching up by literally tearing her garments off. Maxim tried not to wince at the sound of the cloth and buckles tearing. That’d be expensive.

It was a thought easily forgotten as both women found themselves on the bed, the heart shapes of their rears pointed towards him, their legs parted to reveal the blatantly obvious arousal which slickened them both.

Maxim growled again, the sight enough to stir his manhood to renewal. He moved towards them. Between them. Both women shuddered as his hands clasped their buttocks, squeezing the softness of their flesh.

“You girls have been very naughty tonight,” Maxim growled, his hands sliding along the curves of their rumps, down between their legs. Katarina let out a soft howl as his fingers began to play with her pussy, Bitsy not far behind with a moan.

“We knoooow,” Bitsy cooed, biting her lower lip as her hips rocked shamelessly to his touch. “We’re such… ah… bad girls.”

“Wanna be good,” Katarina panted, sinking her upper half onto the bed, arms stretched out and clutching the sheets while her rear remained elevated, hips and tail wagging like a bitch in heat presenting. “Wanna be a g-good girrrrrrl!”

“You both have a funny way of showing it,” Maxim grunted. “Naughty girls. What am I to do with you two?”

“Fuck us,” Bitsy gasped, rocking herself against his finger, her lower lips fluttering with desire. “Oh fuck, Sparky…”

“Who am I?” he asked pointedly, index finger twitching that spot he knew she loved.

Bitsy keened. “Ohhhh! Masterrrrrr!”

Maxim took in a deep breath, his eyes lidding, relishing how good that word felt. How strong. How right. And coming from such a beautiful woman, utterly helpless before him, his fingers strumming her pussy until she was a whimpering, moaning, panting mess… Well, suffice to say he didn’t need help getting hard now.

“Good girl,” Katarina panted. “Good girl. Wanna be good. Be good for master. Goooood girl. Be goooood girrrrrrl!”

“You are usually very good,” Maxim said, smirking as he slid his finger from Katarina, eliciting a disappointed whine, then yelp as his hand smacked her bottom. “Which means you get some first.”

“Awww,” Bitsy moaned.

“Yes! Yes!” Katarina gasped, tail wagging furiously. “Get cock! Get fucked! Wanna get fucked! Master fuck best girl!”

“How prescient,” Maxim chuckled, steadied her hip with one hand, and then pushed home.

Katarina arched, a howl of delighted pleasure escaping the werewolf as he fed his cock into her clutching depths.

The silky tightness made him moan, a sound echoed by Bitsy as his touch began to pump into her with greater urgency. His palm pressed against her ass, driving her into the sheets of his bed as he began to plow into Katarina, the smack of his hips against hers a soft counterpoint to the tearing of his sheets as Katarina’s claws dug into the fabric.

Pleasure rolled over him. Pants, whimpers, and cries of ecstasy filled the room as he took the pair. Giving them pleasure he shared. The carnal delights filled Maxim with vigour. With pleasure. This was what it meant to be the master of the castle. This was what it was to be tyrant of Grimmwald. Two gorgeous women begging for him. Submitting to him. Adoring him. Helpless as he took them and pleasured them and made them beg for more!

This was what he wanted tonight.

And he was going to get it!

“Fuck,” Maxim gasped, quickening his pace, rutting Katarina as he strummed Bitsy’s clit. “Take it. Take your master’s cock!”

“Yesssss!” the werewolf whined, rocking back, twitches of her hips marking her riding his cock. “More! Master goood! Master strong! Fuck me! Breed! Breed me! Breed good girl! I good girl. I best girl! I… I… Awooooo!”

Katarina arched with another howl, her claws shredding his silken sheets, but that didn’t even penetrate Maxim’s mind. As her inner walls tightened deliciously around his cock, Maxim threw back his head, buried his hips inside her, and groaned in ecstasy as he came again, hot pleasure rushing in his veins as he gave the werewolf what she begged for.

“Oh fuuuuuuck!” Bitsy cried, convulsing on his fingers, a whimpering whine of pleasure escaping her as she came to his hand, her hot juices wetting his palm as her orgasm wracked her with ecstasy.

Panting, Maxim unsheathed himself from Katarina with a gasp. “Good… good girl,” he said, patting the werwolf’s rump, earning him another twitch and wag from her tail. “Very good girl.”

“B…best girl,” Katarina panted.

“No faaaaair,” Bitsy whined from beside him, her flushing, pouting cheek mushed to his sheets as she looked pleadingly at him. “My turn to be good too!”

“Oh, you’ll get yours, Bitsy Malevola,” Maxim grunted, moving behind her, taking his hand from her pussy in order to stroke himself back to hardness. “You have my word on that.”

And as he proved repeatedly that night, Maxim always kept his word.


Ch. 29 Inheritance Clause

Something was wrong.

Maxim’s eyes snapped open, staring at the ceiling in silence.

He lay there, feeling Katarina and Bitsy’s bodies atop him, the two women snuggled up close among the tangled, ruined sheets. The werewolf hadn’t woken up, which meant that it wasn’t an intruder. And Bitsy was still asleep, so it was unlikely it was her getting up to something. Maxim glanced about the room, but could see no sign of a threat.

So why was he feeling so uneasy?

He couldn’t say. Another man might shrug, settle down, and go back to sleep, unbothered and buried under the lush, loving bodies of two gorgeous women. Sadly, Maxim was not that man. He trusted his instincts too much to dismiss them out of hand. Something was wrong in his castle.

But what?

He stirred, rising, and despite his best efforts both Katarina and Bitsy woke from his movements.

“Hm? Wazzat?” Bitsy yawned, rubbing her eyes and blinking at Maxim.

“Mnnn,” Katarina groaned, kicking at the blankets and covering her face with an arm. “Sleep time good. Mate sleep.”

“Afraid I can’t,” Maxim said as he threw on an evening coat, adjusting the collar before he grabbed some pants and dragged them on.

Katarina’s ears perked up at his tone and she moved her arm, peering at him. “Mate think something wrong?”

“Yeah?” Bitsy asked, sitting up and peering at him. “What?”

Maxim hesitated. “I’m… not sure,” he admitted. “But something woke me up. I feel like something is off in the castle.”

“Problem?” Katarina said, sitting up more intently. “That not good. You should trust instinct. Instincts good!”

On that matter, Maxim agreed. Though true, gut feelings were fairly unscientific, he nonetheless firmly believed in a subconscious ability to pick up on hints before the waking mind. And the fact that his unease only continued to grow made him all the more certain that something was wrong.

Then the lamp flickered and went out.

“Fucking hell,” Bitsy groaned as she fidgeted with the switch to no avail. “What’s wrong with this thing?”

“We need to go,” Maxim said. “Now!”

Bitsy turned with surprise at his tone. “Now?”

“Now!” Maxim barked, snatching up his cane. He rushed to the doors and threw them open.

“Wa… Hey! Wait up!” Bitsy cried, scrambling out of the room, yanking on a sleeping robe and snatching up her death ray as she did.

Maxim didn’t look back. Nameless alarm hummed through him as he raced down the dark corridor, Katarina sticking close to his side. They both looked up as the lights of the hallway flickered, going out one by one, letting darkness rush in like a wave.

“This not good,” Katarina said.

“No,” Maxim said as a bolt of lightning seared the night, its flash casting itself through the windows followed by a grim rumbling from the storm. Rain lashed outside, another spearof lightning throwing the corridor into sharp relief as it struck the lightning rod climbing from a tower. Yet the light left the shadows deep. Writhing. “No, it’s not. Moira!” he called.

There was no answer.

Worry pricked at him before. But now his stomach roiled. “Moira?” he called again, looking about.

“Maxim?”

He spun towards the voice, but to his disappointment it was only Beatrix and Zava, the lady in a sleeping robe as she strode down the hall. “What’s going on?” Beatrix demanded. “The power went out.”

“I’m not sure,” Maxim said. “Hopefully nothing serious. I’m looking into it.”

“You really think it’s nothing?” Bitsy asked, stepping in close beside him and casting worried looks about the hall.

Maxim said nothing. Another boom of lighting tore the sky.

Katarina suddenly jumped with a yelp, landing on all fours, her hair and fur bristling as she stared at the floor.

“Christ!” Bitsy gasped, clutching her chest. “Don’t do that!”

“Something wrong,” the werewolf growled, teeth bared like a frightened animal. “Something wrong under castle!”

“Under the castle?” Maxim said in confusion. “There’s nothing under the castle except the crypts. And… and…”

“Your uncle’s lab?” Bitsy finished for him, her voice suddenly very small.

Maxim’s jaw tightened. “Come on,” he said, surging down the corridor.

He heard the others follow, but barely paid them any mind. Soon he was running, his steps thudding off the carpet. He vaulted over cables that buzzed and past torches that fluttered. Now and then the lights above flickered as if spasming. Thunder rolled and boomed, echoing through the bones of Grimmwald as he raced down the steps and into the bowels of the keep. His cane glowed, illuminating the stygian darkness. The cleared passage awaited ahead, and with it a sound. A hum. A droning like a monastic chant of machine and industry. A poisonous green light flickered ahead. Maxim burst into the formerly hidden lab and drew up short in shock.

The machines of the lab were alive. Ablaze with electricity. Wiring sung like veins of pure power. Machines whirred and clanked and thudded. Dynamos crackled while transformers trembled with the sheer power that surged within them.

All gathering.

All collecting in the great glass dome in the middle of the room, whose heart blazed like an emerald sun while halos of static ran up and down the glass.

And in the midst of it all, before the globe of light, her black sleeping gown floating around her like a ghostly veil, Maxim saw his sister, Minua.

And his brother.

On the table at the base of the machine lay a slab, and on it was Jules’s body. Electrodes crawled from the domed machine and fed into the corpse like veins of wire, the corpse twitching and writhed as electricity crackled into it.

“Minua!” he cried.

She gave no answer. Her eyes were glassy and her hands moved over the controls of a machine as if in a dream.

“The hell?” Bitsy demanded. “Is she reviving that little shit?”

“No,” Beatrix said, staring in awe. “She’s doing… something else…”

Maxim growled and started towards his sister, then jerked back as an arc of lightning spat near his foot like a whip. Or a warning. He looked up at a number of tesla coils lining the interior of the room, all now buzzing, threading lightning between them like a tortured spider’s web being woven and undone every second.

Glowering, undaunted, Maxim flicked the trigger of his cane, the glass dome humming. Then he moved forward. Instantly the coils lashed out with fingers of lightning, only to be immediately drawn to the dome of his cane. They struck it, sucked away with a humming sound, and grimly, Maxim continued on, lashes of lightning coming at him like some vengeful god having a most divine temper tantrum. Every blast stopped him, the force of the shock making him reel, but he pushed on through the storm.

On.

On.

Finally he reached his sister and grabbed her shoulder. Minua spun around, her eyes unseeing and lidded like she was asleep.

“Minua!” Maxim shouted, shaking her. “Minua!”

A shudder went through her. Her eyes fluttered, then opened more fully, staring at Maxim blankly. Then her eyes rolled back and she fell against him. Maxim cursed, staggered under her weight. He glanced over at the control panel of the great machine and grabbed a lever, heaving it back.

With a whine the tesla coils protecting them died, and the moment it did the others hurried towards him.

“Shit! Is she alright?” Bitsy asked, hovering around Minua.

“She’s okay,” Maxim said, passing his sister to Bitsy. “She just passed out.”

“What the hell was she even doing here?” Bitsy demanded, looking about the lab.

Maxim scowled as he took in the whirring machinery. “That…”

He trailed off, for the lights of the lab had begun to dim, their greenish glow fading. The song of the machines growing soft as a psalm.

But another light shone bright.

Slowly, Maxim and the others turned towards the device which dominated the middle of the chamber. The glass dome crackled and vibrated. The lights around its base blazed with power and the dynamos hummed with latent energy being channeled through it.

The crackles grew louder.

The lights brighter.

And there came a sound. A strange sound. One that rode the hum of static.

It almost sounded like… laughter.

Green energy spat and reformed within the glass. Its buzzing threaded, expanded and contracted, taking shape. A sloping nose. A rounded head. Beady eyes of malicious madness and a pugnacious jaw. A face.

A familiar face.

A face Maxim had seen in his office every day. A face that had loomed over the hearth.

“Uncle?” Maxim said incredulously.

“My dear nephew!” Hieronymus Borscht’s scratchy voice said, popping and hissing with distortion like it came through a radio struggling to find a frequency. “So good to see you in the flesh!”

Maxim could only stare in bafflement. “How…”

“Why, through my genius of course!” the face cackled. “It took decades for me to finish this device. Resources and dark bargains made with those like that fool Aris. But it was worth it! For I, yes, I, the brilliant Hieronymus Borscht, discovered a means to convert myself into pure galvanic energy! Engraving my consciousness into electricity itself!

“But I was betrayed!” he snarled, another crackle of lighting spitting from his device. “First by my seneschal, the bastard, who learned a hint of my aims and tried to dissuade me. So he was banished! And then by my own butler, Morose! He set my death in motion and tried to bury my lab!

“He nearly succeeded,” Hieronymus growled, showing a flair for the dramatic and self-aggrandizing that only a true madman of Grimmwald or, possibly, an actor from the West End could manage. “But my lab survived! Leeching only enough power to keep me alive. Until you came, my dear nephew. Yes!” Hieronymus declared, his crackling face grinning. “Your little foray with the system reconnected the old cables, and allowed me to pull in enough power to revive my consciousness. Power enough to begin to influence the castle’s systems! And even,” he added with a malevolent look at the unconscious Minua, “people.”

“You what!” Maxim demanded in shock.

“Oh, don’t be such a weakling, nephew,” Hieronymus scoffed. “I tried to infest you with my galvanic energy first so your body would serve me. Did you think I wanted to use a woman for this? I half expected her to start ovulating or having hysterics at the slightest provocation! It was disgusting! But only a relative would do. Would be able to accommodate my greatness! But your body was so inured to electric shocks I couldn’t make it work. But your sister? Ah…” Borscht chuckled. “She served. Every night I compelled her to come here. To repair my machines. To prepare me for my triumph. One which has come at long last! It was only a pity I was unable to kill you when I could spare the power to try. I had no need of your living body. But your corpse could be of use. Oh yes. Yes indeed, it would have worked nicely. Fortunately,” the malevolent face said, glancing down at the slab, “you provided me an alternative.”

Maxim looked at Jules’s body. “You… you’re planning on inhabiting my brother’s body,” he said in horror.

Hieronymus burst out laughing. “Fool! My ambition goes far beyond that!” he thundered, static spitting about his dome. “I’ll not be satisfied with stealing a body. I will steal a god!”

“What!” Maxim gasped.

“Yes!” the dead man laughed. “Long had I studied the being which lies buried far beneath the castle. A being who dreams in death but cannot die. A being who has influenced the masters of Grimmwald for uncounted generations! A being that I, the brilliant Hieronymus Borscht, would tame!

“Yes, dear nephew,” the leering face snarled. “I knew my destiny was not as some mere master of a crumbling ruin. I knew my destiny was not to rule some misbegotten valley as a tinpot despot. My destiny was grander! Greater! Yes!” he crowed, radiant with delight. “I will become a god!”

“You?” Maxim demanded.

“Yes! Me!” Hieronymus roared, lighting blazing about the machine. “And why not? You think I’m not worthy? Ha! I will become more than any dared dream! I will become what this world needs! A god of science! Of wisdom! Of knowledge! That is why I engineered this castle to gather the power of the storms. That is why I laboured so long! For this machine! This device shall overwhelm the creature that slumbers in deathless sleep beneath this castle. With the power gathered in Grimmwald, the god’s body shall become my puppet! And I will become what I was always meant to be! Though it may have killed my mortal shell, what is flesh? For I am mind! And I will rule this world!”

“You’re insane, uncle,” Maxim said. “And not even in the normal way.”

“Fool!” Hieronymus flared, static spitting from the dome of his casing. “You’re simply weak, nephew. A paltry, mewling little slug content with your lot! I’ve been watching you. You make me sick! Puttering about this castle. Touching women in sensual ways. Sharing spit like some degenerate commoner? It’s revolting! Unhygienic!”

“Oh, yeah. Like sticking your mind in a corpse is so clean,” Bitsy said with a snort.

“Silence!” the phantom shrieked with a keen of electricity. “You’re pathetic, Maximilian! Ambition is demanded. Science demands it! But it doesn’t matter,” he added with a malevolent sneer as static buzzed around his case. “Because you, dear boy, are far, far too late!”

The nodes of the machine crackled where they fed into the floor. Wires blazed as they channeled power through them and into the stones beneath. Maxim looked down in shock as his uncle’s face faded away from the glass.

Then he stepped back as Jules’s corpse twitched, and rose. His eyes opened and a green light blazed from them. His mouth was wrenched into a grin as static clawed over him.

“Yessss!” Hieronymus cried, voice hoarse and garbled as he lifted his new hands, static clawing from the finger. “Yes! I live again!”

“Not for long,” Maxim growled, swung his cane about, and hit the trigger.

Electricity blazed across the room and slammed into Hieronymus. He merely laughed, rising to his feet, and with a curse Maxim cut the blast from his cane, realizing he was only feeding the monster that was his uncle.

“A good try, nephew,” Hieronymus chortled. “But not a shock, a bullet, or a blade can harm me. I am immortal! I am eternal! I-”

“I rip apart!” Katarina snarled, lunging past Maxim, growing as she turned into her werewolf form.

“Wait!” Maxim cried, trying to grab her shoulder, but she was already past. She leapt at the dead man, who merely laughed and cast a hand at her.

Green lightning blazed from his fingers and struck the werewolf midair, flinging her across the room to crash into the wall and fall, twitching to the floor.

“Katarina!” Maxim cried in horror.

“Your cur cannot help you here, nephew,” Hieronymus crowed as he stepped forward, fingers spreading outward. “Nothing can! This castle is mine! Its systems mine! Its very bones are mine! And even its very soul…”

Maxim staggered as the floor beneath his feet suddenly rolled. The stones which paved it shuddered and shifted.

And from beneath them, something seeped.

Like an oil it oozed out from between the brickwork. Churning. Rising. Tearing free. Maxim retreated a step as the darkness writhed up like countless limbs groping from a blind and shapeless body. Emerald electricity sparked over it, radiating from Hieronymus, gathering it about the corpse. Coating him like a cloak of viscous darkness.

“And now!” rumbled the thing, his voice reverberating like a hundred whispers. “Now I, Hieronymus Borscht, shall take my true place! Shall fulfill my destiny! I! Shall-!”

Maxim cranked his cane to max and pointed upward. He hit the trigger, and electricity screamed into the ceiling of the lab.

Hieronymus looked up sharply as stones began to fall, thundering down towards him. He bellowed, throwing out his arms, the darkness writhing about him surging upwards like great inky tentacles and holding back the falling ceiling. But more came down. Smashing the machines. Tearing out wires. The glass domed device shattered beneath the tumbling boulders as the roof came down.

“Run!” Maxim shouted. “Quick! Out! Out!”

He didn’t need to say it twice. Spinning on her heel, the others ran for the door, Zava carrying a moaning Katarina as tons of stone tumbled in their wake, burying the passage once more as they fled in a mad dash.

A dust cloud consumed them in their flight. Coughing, they stumbled up the steps and back into the castle proper, Bitsy rubbing dust from her face as she looked back at the rubble blocking the stairs below. “Did… did we get him?”

“I highly doubt it,” Maxim said grimly. “At best we slowed him. We need to-”

“Maxim!”

Maxim jumped as he whipped around, only to sag as he saw Posiva hurry down the hall. “Maxim! What’s happening. Is…” She gasped, spotting Minua. “Sister! Maxim, what did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Maxim shot back. “Our dear great uncle, however, seems to have stolen Jules’s corpse and created a device to possess an eldritch god living in my bloody basement!”

Posiva reeled. “Uncle Borscht?” she asked shakily. “But… but, he’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Well, someone tell him that. Because his electric ghost is currently boiling out of the floorboards!”

He heard a groan and looked back to see Minua recovering, blinking slowly. “What?” she said dimly. “What… happened…”

“Minua!” Posiva cried, rushing to attend her sister and help her recover.

Maxim left his sister to it, glancing over to see Katarina had also regained her feet, shaking off her injuries, much to his relief.

“Is it really a problem?” Bitsy asked, looking about. “I mean, we just trashed his machines, right? How’s he supposed to control that thing now? I bet it’s already gone back to sleep or whatever.”

“I’m afraid that’s unlikely,” Beatrix said.

Maxim looked over at the other spark. “It’s not?”

“No,” Beatrix said grimly. “If I understand your uncle’s notes correctly, he has essentially turned himself into living electricity. His body has become a living conduit. He doesn’t need the machines anymore to control that… shadow thing.”

“Oh wonderful,” Maxim growled with absolutely biting fury. “Then we have to get him out of that god he’s hijacked, then kill a being of pure energy! Simple!”

“And how do we do that?” Bitsy asked breathlessly.

Maxim grimaced, thinking fast. “That bastard is leeching power out of the entire castle,” he said slowly, his mind racing. “It’s the only way he can keep burning through the energy he is. Grimmwald is basically acting like a giant battery.” He looked up sharply. “We need to cut off the power to Grimmwald.”

“We can do that?” Bitsy asked in amazement.

Maxim nodded quickly. “There’s three major breakers. One in the kitchens, one in the main towers, and another in the west wing, in the biologicals labs. Throw them, and we cut my uncle off. He’ll only have what he’s accumulated so far, and he’ll burn through that quick enough.”

“But… if he’s in the system, won’t he try and stop us?” Bitsy asked.

“Most certainly,” Maxim said grimly. “We’ll split up. Bitsy? Katarina? Take the main towers. Beatrix? Zava? The biologics lab. Posiva? You and Minua take the kitchen.”

“W-wait,” Bitsy protested. “What about you?”

“I’ll stall him here,” Maxim said grimly. “Keep him distracted.”

“How do you know he’ll be coming for you?” Zava asked.

Maxim smiled bitterly. “There can’t be two masters of Grimmwald. He doesn’t just need me dead, he wants me so. Rest assured, he’ll come after me first. His pride demands it.”

“What!” Bitsy squeaked. “But, Sparky-”

“No argument!” Maxim boomed. He drew himself up before them, looming terribly. “We’ve got one shot at this, and we have to make it work! Everyone hurry! We don’t have time to stand around arguing. Now let’s make this happen!”

Maxim banged the butt of his cane off the floor, making everyone jump. There was a moment more of hesitation, then nods, and everyone rushed to their tasks.

In moments he stood alone. He turned towards the rubble of the crypt’s entrance as oozing darkness began to seep through. Stones shifting as a phosphorus green glow radiated from under them.

Maxim took a deep breath, let it out.

“I can’t believe I’m going to kill my brother twice and my uncle once,” Maxim sighed as more stones shifted. “It seems familicide really is in my blood.”


Ch. 30 March of the Tin Men

Katarina was furious with herself.

“You… sure you’re… okay?” Bitsy gasped as she clung to the werewolf’s back, the only way she could keep up with Katarina’s mad dash.

“Fine,” she snarled, even as her body throbbed with lingering aches. That electric attack had injured her more than she’d like to admit, but she healed quickly. She had to. Her mate needed her.

And she would not fail.

She bounded up the dark steps and into the main halls beneath the castle, near the tower of the bell. She had shed her human guise, her silver fur blooming as she surged up the steps on all fours in her haste. She had to hurry. Had to hurry! Her mate was in danger, and she would not let him be hurt!

It infuriated her she couldn’t be at his side during this trial. This moment of greatest effort. Even as she felt a surge of pride at him facing this thing alone. Her primeval senses recoiled at the sensation of it stirring beneath the castle. Every instinct screamed at her to get away. To flee into the forest away from the wrongness which stuffed Grimmwald. Which was awakening and rising once more.

Instead she climbed.

Higher.

Higher.

She tore through the ancient clockwork of one of the lower towers, sprinting up crooked metal stairs with Bitsy clinging to her back, her death ray bouncing from its strap. They were near the central conduit. She could smell the ozone of the electricity that surged through the tower. Almost there. Almost there! She saw a wooden door barring her way and smashed through it, splinters flying.

And then she skidded to a halt.

Static clawed across the walls and wiring of the vast corridor before them. The suits of armour that once lined the hall now stood before her, their mechanisms clicking and whirring with hidden machinery. Axes, maces, swords and spears were clutched in their metal fingers, and green lightning clawed over their bodies, glowing in the sockets of their helms.

“I don’t know what my nephew thinks he’s doing, mutt. And he’s too late regardless,” Hieronymus’s voice said in a chorus of legion, spitting static with every word. The mass of armour hefted their weapons. “But why take the chance?”

Katarina growled as Bitsy climbed off her back, hefting her death ray. “Um…” she said nervously. “There’s a lot of them.”

“Yes,” Katarina answered simply, then snarled, “Out my way, ghost!”

“I think not,” Hieronymus replied. The knights raised their weapons.

And charged.

Katarina howled, and Bitsy stepped forward, her death ray humming. She fired, the blast scouring down the passage and obliterating a rank of the armour. But more filled the gap. More rushed in.

Katarina met them. She lashed out with her fist, caving in the breastplate of the first knight. A swing of her arm sent another flying back into several others with a sound like a bowling ball being hurled down a kitchenware aisle. Bitsy kept close to her, firing again, blasting more of the armours to slag.

But there were more.

Many more.

They came in a sea of iron and steel. A lucky slash of an axe sliced down Katarina’s back, ripping a howl from her. A blade plunged into her shoulder, forcing her to grab the arm, rip it out, then swing the hapless suit of armour like a flail against the others that came against her.

And more came.

More.

More.

Rattling, they seemed to come from every door into the hall. Surging to stop them. Kill them. Prevent her from saving her mate.

Bitsy was forced to turn about, firing her ray into several armour coming up through the doors behind them. Katarina snarled, her eyes burning red. The steel men crowded the corridor, their weapons flashing in the eldritch green lightning. A sea of steel rose against her. A wave of it. For a moment the sheer number daunted her. She looked about them uncertainly. Bitsy stood against her back, her death ray whining, steaming and overheated, her eyes wide.

“Uh oh,” Bitsy said in a small voice.

Katarina merely growled, flexing her claws.

“Eek!”

She and Bitsy looked up.

Glowing eyes filled the rafters of the corridor. Gremlins stood in masses overlooking the armour. Tools gleamed in their hands.

The suits of armour stared back at them, rattling as they shifted uncertainly.

“Wha-” one began.

“Eek ek eeeeek!”

In a sudden torrent of red and shrieking squeaks the gremlins flung themselves from the rafters, crashing into the shocked armours. Shouts and bellows of surprise erupted from the robotic cogs as they were borne down by the bodies, wrenches and screwdrivers jabbing between gaps and shattering mechanisms and joints.

For a stunned moment Katarina and Bitsy could only stare.

“Wow,” Bitsy said.

The word jolted Katarina from her shook, recalling her urgency. She grabbed Bitsy who yelped in surprise, even as Katarina tucked the small woman under her arm. With a snarl Katarina flung herself over the sea of struggling bodies. Armoured hands snatched at her legs, only to be ripped free by her powerful strides.

“Eeeek!” a gremlin shrieked, thrusting a wrench triumphantly in the air as she rushed past. Katarina howled in answer, and surged down the hall.

They cleared the armour in moments, bolting down the hall and towards the central tower. A huge door barred the way, and to Katarina’s surprise it failed to give way when she kicked it with a sound like a gong.

She snarled, hopping with pain. “Hurt!”

“Put me down! I’ll open it,” Bitsy said.

Reluctantly, the werewolf did so. Bitsy looked at the door with a glare and hefted her death ray. With a hiss she ejected the spent fuel canister and slammed home a fresh disc. “Try and keep us from saving Sparky, will you?” she growled, her stance wide, her weapon trembling as she overcharged it. “Well let’s see you try and stop us!”

She pulled the trigger, a blinding flash of blue light searing the air. Metal screamed as it melted under the force of that ray, reduced to slag that oozed around the frame of the door.

“God but I love this thing,” Bitsy said.

Katarina said nothing, already stepping through the hole. A vast room awaited beyond. Arcs of electricity danced between transformers that glowed with ill green power. The sound thrummed like a muttering voice casting spell of scientific catechisms. In the middle of it all rose a huge mass of metal, wires spilling from it like a spider’s web.

“There!” Bitsy shouted, pointing with some difficulty at a massive switch at the base of the tower. “That one! We have to pull it!”

Katarina grunted and bounded forward. She grabbed the great thing, then howled as a burst of emerald lightning struck her.

“Katarina!” Bitsy shrieked, taking a step forward, only to be driven back by the fingers of electricity.

Teeth grit, the werewolf arched against the agony. Her eyes burned red, her every muscle tight against the pain. But she would not give. She would not yield. She was best girl, and with a howl of defiance, she pulled!

With a groan the dead switch came down and struck. Sparks rained down from the nodes climbing the tower, and a scream of rage rang through the tower. Yet it faded, dying with a groan as the lightning which blazed in the tower fell off with a warbling sound.

Gasping, smoking, Katarina fell to her knees, her silvery pelt charred black in places, her body heaving with effort. But the werewolf smiled grimly.

“Holy hell!” Bitsy gasped, creeping closer. “Katarina? Are you… you okay?”

“Yes,” the werewolf gasped, head lolling and giving Bitsy a cocky grin. “Best… girl… good.”

Bitsy let out a huff of exasperation, but smiled wide. “Fine,” she said. “You’re best girl. For now.”


Ch. 31 Zoological

She’d thought it yesterday while being brought to her room, but as she finally got a good view of the interior of Grimmwald, Beatrix had to admit that there was a certain charm to the place. A sort of grim grandeur to the ambiance which would be far more thrilling were it not trying to kill her.

She yelped, jumping back as part of the floor suddenly opened to reveal a pit of whirring saws. “Zava! A little help!” she cried.

“Of course, mistress,” her maid said, scooping her up. With barely a few strides to build up momentum the stitched servant leaped over the pit, clearing it in a bound, keeping up the speed as she carried her mistress through the mad halls of the castle.

Beatrix clung to her servant. Normally she would demand to be put down and walk on her own, but things being what they were, she supposed she could make an exception. “Did you see that?” she gasped. “Those sawblades were marvellously polished!”

“A true feat of engineering, mistress,” Zava replied idly as she spun, her foot lashing out and crumpling a suit of armour that had come alive to try and seize them.

“And the armour is autonomous! I think I saw clockwork in there. Amazing! I had no idea Grimmwald’s cogs were so advanced.”

“For a given value,” Zava said, skipping forward as the floor she’d been standing on a moment before tried to rise up and flatten her into the ceiling. “Ah! Here we are.”

Zava stopped before a pair of heavy metal doors. Climbing down from her maid’s arms, Beatrix stepped up to them, then paused, frowning. “Wait,” she said, pressing her ear to it. Her frown deepened. “Ah, clever.”

“Mistress?”

“I believe the lock is booby trapped.”

“Really? How surprising,” Zava said drily. “Can you disarm them?”

“Naturally,” Beatrix scoffed, stepping back with a frown and reaching into her bodice. “But who has the time?”

“Who indeed,” Zava chuckled as Beatrix hauled out one of her more modest death rays. Barely the size of a pistol, she took aim at the door. Humming, the side of the weapon began to glow, the canister slotting into the back burning a crimson glow as she charged it. Squinting through one eye, she squeezed the trigger.

The pistol bounced back with recoil and a zorp sound. A ray of red light hammered into the handle and then through it, melting a sizzling hole in the metal.

“Marvelously done, mistress,” Zava said.

“Of course,” Beatrix said, ejecting the canister from the ray before slotting in a new one. “An Aris must be prepared for anything. A pity about the lock.” She hesitated. “You don’t think Maxim will be mad about that, do you?”

“I imagine he has bigger worries at the moment. And think of it this way,” Zava said as she shoved the door open. “It’s an excuse to remodel.”

“That’s true,” Beatrix mused as she followed her maid. “Those dungeons are quite delightful, but could really use a drearier colour. And the lightning is not nearly ghastly enough. Why, we want our prisoners to know they’re being oppressed, not on holiday for goodness sake. Perhaps some copper? Or a lava tank?”

“Inspired, mistress.”

“Well, I do…”

Beatrix trailed off, for she had at last made it inside the Biologicals Lab. A huge chamber lay before them, a dome of frosted glass high overhead. The brooding storm flashed above, but lightning alone didn’t illuminate the interior. Immense glass vats lay against the walls, their greenish glow resonating through the cold stone room, while cages built deep into the walls gaped their barred teeth. Creatures howled and snarled within them at the intrusion into their realm. Layers upon layers of the cells like a prison of horrors rose along the walls in tiers, their denizens filling the air with a cacophony of snarls, hoots, and hisses.

“Oh my,” Beatrix breathed. “What incredible facilities!”

“Just think of what you can do with them once this is over,” Zava said, but there was an edge of unease in her voice.

Beatrix nodded, her eyes roaming before she locked on to what could only be the breaker. It was a huge switch made of plated copper and steel and set into the far wall, its wiring clawing up the stonework like a tree of madness. “There it is!” she exclaimed, taking a step forward. “Let’s-”

Emerald electricity blazed about the chamber and crackled in the wiring with a sound like manic laughter. Beatrix looked about in shock as a shrill, mechanical hum preceded dozens of sharp bangs. The cells of the monsters on the lowest level sprang open, creaking on rusting hinges.

Beatrix felt her heart jump into her throat, her eyes widening as the denizens of those cells loped, crawled, or oozed from their former homes. Eyes burning with abominable rage and viciousness turned towards Beatrix and Zava.

“Mistress?” Zava said softly, all note of jocularity gone as she flexed her hands, her body swelling and claws projecting from her fingers as she shifted into her monstrous form. “Run for the switch when I make an opening.”

“Zava?”

With a gibbering howl the monsters surged towards them.

“Now!” Zava roared, surging in to meet them. She plowed into the monstrous mass, kicking a squat, round creature like a football into what seemed to be a giant rat with multiple arms. She grabbed the snapping jaws of what seemed to be a massive wolf’s head attached to a bear’s body, then swept it around like a club to beat back horned horror with more eyes than a spider.

Beatrix shrank back, flashes of lightning above throwing the vicious combat into sharp relief. The whole of the lab seemed to pile onto Zava, trying to bear her down with horn, tendrils, and talon, only for her to surge out from among them, her claws slashing, her fangs bared, her eyes burning as she tore and kicked and bit and clawed.

Something crashed beside Beatrix and she yelped, spinning about. An immense frog-like thing reared up beside her, its beady eyes fixing on her hungrily. Its whole form seemed to open in a hungry maw revealing rings of teeth.

With a scream Beatrix swung about her death ray and fired. The blast of energy obliterated the horror, splattering its head and much of the rest of it on the walls, which added some much-needed colour to the whole place, with the added bonus of shocking her from her stunned state.

With a last glance back at Zava as she brawled with the monsters, Beatrix burst into motion, hiking up her skirt with one hand and running for the great switch on the wall. She dodged around the disemboweled corpse of a giant aardvark whose pelt was littered with spikes, and nearly reached the switch when something grabbed her leg.

She yelped, falling flat and looking frantically back. A rubbery tentacle extruded from a pit in the floor. Dozens of malevolent eyes peered at her from the darkness as more of the rubbery limbs groped free.

Disgust roiled her stomach and she aimed her death ray, only to recall she’d spent its charge. She looked around frantically, then saw the aardvark’s corpse. She flung herself at it and grabbed one of the spikes. A sudden yank of the tentacle wrenched her back with a yelp, but tore the spike free. She twisted round and stabbed it into the tentacle.

A garbled shriek rose from the pit and the limb released her. Lurching to her feet, Beatrix hurled herself at the switch, grabbing it. Even as she did several more tentacles wrapped around her legs and waist, yanking hard.

Teeth grit, sob choking her, she refused to let go. Refused to fail the man she loved. If this was her first, last, and only act as Mistress of Grimmwald, then it would be hers! She pulled hard. So did the tentacles, yanking at her until she felt like she’d be torn in two.

Rust flaked from the switch, but it swung. It slammed down into the connectors with a bang like a gunshot. Static surged up the wires and all about the room the lights flickered, then died.

If electricity could rage it would in the shriek that followed, only to fade as the buzz of power grew silent with the throwing of the switch. Beatrix gasped, but her relief was short lived as the tentacled horror in the pit again yanked at her, tearing her off the switch.

“N-no!” she screamed, kicking at it. “Let me go! How dare you! How dare you! No! No! No!”

The thing dared. This turned out to be a mistake as a moment later Zava’s foot slammed down on the largest of its rubbery appendages. With a squeal the tentacles released Beatrix, the eyes shooting up towards Zava’s face. The homunculus snarled at it, and the thing in the darkness jerked back, slithering back into the pit with a whimper.

Beatrix sagged, panting against the wall as Zava moved up towards her. “Are you alright, mistress?”

“Fine,” Beatrix gasped, looking back at her maid, then pausing when she saw the wounds on her. “You…”

“Flesh wounds, mistress,” Zava said idly, grinning (or maybe it was just the flesh torn off her jaw). “But I’m sure you’ll be able to mend it. Especially with so many choice parts around,” she added with a backwards glance.

Beatrix followed her gaze towards the corpses of the monsters, flashes of lightning revealing some still twitched, but no more than that. Dozens of the horrors lay dead all around the room, and those still in their cages whimpered and drew back at Zava’s baleful glare.

Beatrix gave a strangled laugh. “Very… very true,” she said, smiling up at her maid. “Thank you, Zava.”

The hulking stitched woman bowed. “At your service, mistress,” she said.

At which point one of her arms fell off.

“Oh drat.”


Ch. 32 Cooked

“Are you sure you’re alright, Minua?” Posiva asked fretfully.

“Fine,” Minua growled, her eyes set and weapons drawn.

Posiva nodded, though she still worried. They hadn’t a chance to return to their room to rearm, leaving them with only the weapons she’d secreted under her nightie before going to bed. Fortunately, her time in the court of Polar Czars while battling the madman Mendeleev and his Elemento Men had taught her the dangers of sleeping without armaments. Still, she only had on her a belt of grenades, Lady Derringer’s Pocket Death Ray, and a brace of pistols. She may as well have been naked!

Fortunately, Grimmwald’s owners had always been the sort to appreciate a good couple weapons on the walls, meaning the pair had been able to acquire some swords on their journey to the kitchen.

Posiva had always been at home in the kitchen. As her mother often said, the best way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Something grandmama had agreed on, which was why she was no longer allowed to bake for tea parties after the Shrapnel Scone incident.

But the kitchens of Grimmwald threw even Posiva’s ample domestic experience.

Hell would be a more apt description of the culinary realm of the castle. Darkness swallowed the chamber between towering stone pillars. Huge ovens belched fire and baked the air to a shimmer. Several caged chickens cawed and hissed and one spat some acid at them. Steam cookers whistled with heat while cutlery rattled and washers rumbled.

“Doesn’t seem too bad,” Posiva said, stepping inside.

“Yes,” Minua agreed. “That chocolate factory we raided which had killed all those children was much more dangerous than this.”

“Agreed. Such a strange man that fellow. Him and his orange pygmies. Ah!” Posiva cried, pointing at the back of the kitchen. “There’s the switch near that-”

“Get down!” Minua cried, tackling Posiva to the floor a moment before several knife blocks fired their stock. Cleavers, steak and butter knives sang through the air before burying themselves in the wood of the door.

The sisters stared at the quivering cutlery in shock. “Well,” Posiva said. “Seems it will be a bit interesting after all.”

“Agreed,” Minua said, rising and drawing Posiva to her feet as well. Both turned as the floor suddenly went aflame, crackling with heat. They exchanged a look.

“Across the prep tables?” Minua suggested.

“Hardly sanitary.”

“We’ll bleach them later.”

“Marvelous idea,” Posiva said, and leaped onto the table, her nighty fluttering.

Minua was right behind her, and together they hurried across the tables, hopping between the isles of stone and iron in a sea of flame.

Unfortunately, this did not go unnoticed.

Toasters crackled and suddenly fell to their sides, firing burning bread slices like briquets at them, forcing Posiva to duck, though a quick couple shots from Minua’s derringer destroyed them. A flamethrower popped from an oven and unleashed a gout of flame at Minua, which Posiva deflected by snatching a pan dangling from a hook and pushing it before her sister, blocking the flames until it ran out of gas.

“Thank you, Posiva,” Minua said.

“Any time, Minua. Look! Nearly there. We… Oh my.”

She drew back in surprise as a hulking shape clanked out of the darkness of some stone pizza ovens. Burnished copper gleamed on a belly like a potboiler. A jolly face wrought of stainless steel topped this rotund form, eyes of glass and a smile of brass looking down at them. A chef’s hat topped it like a white mushroom cloud, and malevolence sparked in its green gaze.

“Isn’t that one of Count Osserwitz’s fencing cogs?” Posiva asked.

“It was,” Minua said grimly as six arms whirred from the machine’s sides, two armed with gleaming spatulas, another a massive rolling pin, a fourth a cleaver, and the last two with wickedly serrated kitchen knives.

“Who wa-wa-wants breakfast!” the cog sang in a dementedly cheery voice.

“Oh dear,” Posiva said, pressing her back to Minua. As one they raised their swords and pistols, but before they could get a shot the cog clanked forward on the attack.

The sisters parried the thrusting blades, then gave ground before a rolling pin could brain or a cleaver cleave.

A deadly dance ensued, Minua and Posiva frantically moving their swords with the skill of the masters, but the clanking cook gave them no rest. Arms swung with the single-minded efficiency of the machine to chop, to dice, to flay and to flip. Not even a dozen cooks making barely more than minimum wage could have met half the culinary attacks coming from the mechanical chef.

Minua and Posiva moved as if of one mind. When one blocked the other attacked. A spin turned a blade aside and another darted in with a flash. Desperate. Frantic. The pair’s feet clicked on the steel prep table while the inferno of the kitchens raged around them.

“Eggs over-over easy!” the cog chattered, swinging its spatulas, only to clash with the sister’s swords. “Crispy ba-ba-bacon!” the cog chimed instead, mouth opening to reveal a nozzle.

“Forward!” Minua cried.

The sisters lunged in just as a stream of grease fire erupted from the cog, spraying the table until it turned red. In that moment Posiva spun, dropping her sword and cupping her hands. Minua planted a foot in them, and Posiva heaved.

Minua soared, landing on the shoulder of the cog. Its head spun to face her, only for Minua to slam her sword into its neck mechanism. Sparks burst from the joint as the machine crackled and jerked, but before it could do more Posiva fired her dainty death ray, obliterating half of its head with a shriek of ozone.

The cog swayed, metal groaning, then toppled backwards. Minua skipped back across its hull as it crashed the floor with a sound like a thousand pans dropping at once. She looked up, and found herself before the breaker switch.

“Shall we?” Minua asked as Posiva leapt deftly to her side.

“Let’s,” Posiva said, beaming at her sister as the pair reached up, grabbed the switch, and pulled.

With a bang it came down, connectors hitting with a crackle. Machinery whirred as the lights of the kitchen dimmed and the glow of the ovens faded, only the simmering oil fires lighting the hellish dark of the kitchens.

“Masterfully done, sister,” Posiva said proudly.

“Agreed,” Minua said, but her smile quickly faded to a more guarded expression. “I only hope it’s enough for Maxim.”

Delight vanished from Posiva’s face and she nodded as well, looking out one of the kitchen’s windows at the seething storm.

“I hope so too,” she said softly.


Ch. 33 Family Matters

Things were not going well.

Not at all.

Maxim slammed against the doors, throwing them open as he retreated, his cane crackling as it glowed, against the darkness that seeped from the doorway after him.

“Where are you going, nephew?” Hieronymus laughed, striding through, seething darkness spilling around him like he carried primeval night as a mantle. It rolled off him like black flames. A cloak of unfathomable darkness clinging to him by the static that surged over him, fed by zaps of poisonous green which arced from the light fixtures and machines that twisted through the halls. “What sort of master of his castle flees before the invader, eh?”

One that intends to live, Maxim thought grimly.

“Not that it matters,” Hieronymus chortled, rubbing his hands with a buzz. “You will die, my nephew. You and everyone in this castle! I am a god! I am eternal! I am everything!”

“You’re an arrogant moron!” Maxim snapped back as he swung his cane furiously, beating away the oozing darkness that sought to wallow him, shorting out the green lightning which manipulated it. But it was like bringing a candle against the night, and the twelfth hour was tolling. “Grimmwald is mine now!”

“It’s mine!” Hieronymus snarled with sudden fury. “It was always mine! I took it! I ruled it! I will master it forever! From its seat I will extend my rule. None will be able to stand against me! I will rival Rome! England! Kings and empires will crumble before me! Bend their knees to me!”

“You were a rubbish ruler of the valley and you’ll be an even worse one of the world!” Maxim shot back as he stabbed his cane at the darkness, sending it skittering back with a flash of blinding light. “You know it and so do I!”

“Impudence!” Borscht snarled, the darkness flaring around him like wings. “For that you’ll die slowly, nephew. Painfully! For I am Hieronymus Borscht!” he howled, electricity blazing from every light bulb in the halls, feeding into him like strings of jagged green light. “I am powerful! I am mighty! I! AM! YOUR!”

Something clicked.

The lights along the corridor suddenly dimmed. The lamps which threaded the ceiling went dark. The machines all along the hall fell silent. The hum that seemed to forever permeate Grimmwald’s walls faded into nothing, and darkness fell around them like a curtain, the fat lady’s solo done.

Hieronymus staggered, crackling. His body sparking. He looked at his fleshy hands in confusion as the final few arcs of electricity spat from the fixtures into him, then stopped.

“What…” He looked back up at Maxim. “What did you-”

There was a sound.

A strange sound.

A sound like a growl. A whisper. A mewl of alien fluting that twisted in Maxim’s gut with the sheer wrongness of it. It was not a sound of a sane world of men and science and monsters. It was something older than the stars. Something beyond man. Hieronymus froze, his body still buzzing with static, but its arcs growing tighter around him.

Thunder boomed.

Lightning flashed through the window.

That brief moment seared itself into Maxim’s eyes like a photograph. The shadows in the great hall had changed. Like the hungry void between stars it was, all gathered in that stone hall among the portraits of masters old. But that darkness wasn’t empty. No. It was filled with mad eyes turned downwards, looking at Hieronymous.

And they were not happy.

The flash faded. Darkness swallowed the corridor but for the islands which were the green glow of Hieronymus and the blue of Maxim’s cane. For a brief moment Maxim and his uncle’s eyes met. Then, Hieronymus spun about to face the darkness as it grew. A deeper blackness against the night.

“No!” Hieronymus shrieked, thrusting a finger at the void. “I am your master! I am your lord! You will obey me! You will… will…”

The shadows gathered, then surged forward like a wave of teeth.

Hieronymus had time to manage one scream before it swallowed him.

Maxim winced, turning his head slightly from the sounds that came, ones punctuated by a scream of agony he doubted even the most masterful torturers in the history of the castle could have drawn from a human throat.

But it didn’t last, and in moments the void flowed over the floor, seeping into the cracks like oil being drawn back down into the earth. Into the depths beneath the castle to slumber anew, spent for now.

Yet, they left something behind.

Not bone. Not clothes. Not even a scrap of flesh remained where Jules’s corpse had once stood. But something did kneel there, the oozing darkness seeping around it as if repelled just by its odious presence. It was a form Maxim knew well. Portly. Bald. Dressed in a waistcoat and with fleshy jowls, all of it formed of sparking, crackling green electricity.

Hieronymus Borscht rose like a phantom of science, his body outlined in living lightning like a sketch of green static. It jigged and jolted, manifesting with the stabbing bolts, his eyes crackling with fire. His portly shape had grown huge, glutted on energy, yet burning like a piece of paper set aflame.

“Whaaaat… iiiiis thiiiiiis?” he snarled.

“The end, uncle,” Maxim said grimly. “You’re burning through what’s left of your power. In moments, you’ll be gone for good. Barely even a bad memory.”

Hieronymus’s eyes blazed with rage. “You little bastard! I’M NOT FINISHED YET!” he howled, surging with all the fury of a storm. He stretched out a hand towards Maxim, his body floating towards him, fingers like claws of lighting. “I’ll take your pathetic flesh instead! I’ll burn you out and wear you like I did your brother! I’ll rebuild! Restart! I’m not finished. I’ll never die!”

Maxim’s late uncle took a thundering step towards him, fingers of electricity spitting as they crackled over the walls. “I am Hieronymus Borscht! Master of Grimmwald! Eternal ruler of the valley! Of the world! This is my castle! My realm! My power!”

“Your reign is over,” Maxim shot back as he adjusted his feet, gripping his cane tight, holding his ground before the horror that was his uncle. “No master rules forever! Your time is done. Mine is now!”

“IMPUDENCE!” Borscht shrieked, rearing up like some primeval god. Electricity arcing from him as he raised a finger, pointing it at Maxim. “USURPER! You dare defy me? I am the master! You are the intruder! And now? Now! NOW!” Borscht bellowed, raising his arms, lightning spitting from his hands. “NOW YOU DIE!”

Maxim smiled grimly at his uncle and whipped up his cane. “You first.”

Borscht shrieked in static fury and lunged at Maxim. As he did, the lord of Grimmwald reached down and grabbed one of the cables that perennially littered the castle’s halls, its copper innards bared from battle. Holding it tight, Maxim plunged his cane up and towards the howling horror.

His uncle’s hand passed his shoulder, and Maxim’s cane struck the man’s chest with a scream of sparks. Bursts of static blazed around them and Maxim arched, teeth grit. Lightning sang through his veins, but he gripped the naked copper of the cable, dispersing his uncle’s power into it and every light and machine in the hall.

Lamps flickered, buzzed, burning bright until bulbs popped. Torture wheels whined and spun so fast they fell to pieces. Crackles snapped out and buried themselves in the earth at Maxim’s feet.

At last Borscht realized the danger. At last he saw what Maxim had done. He gave a crackling snarl and tried to pull back.

But failed.

Maxim held his ground, his cane buzzing, sucking at Borscht’s chest like some divine sword. Borscht writhed, sparking, struggling with growing desperation as he tried to pull free but without avail.

“Let go. LET GO!” Hieronymus bellowed. “I COMMAND YOU!”

“No one commands the master of Grimmwald!” Maxim snarled back, and twisted the cane into his uncle’s chest. “No one harms his people! No one challenges his rule and doesn’t pay the price!”

“STOP! STOP IT!” Borscht screamed in horror as he writhed around the metal piercing his chest. “You’ll kill us both!”

“No true lord is afraid of death in service of his domain!” Maxim shot back, and jabbed his cane harder into his uncle.

Another shriek escaped the portly phantom. He reared back, thrashing, trying to pull away without success. Where once a titan stood now a man did, and with every moment he was smaller. Soon he was of height with Maxim, his electrical form buzzing and crackling like a writhing ghost of science, jules and volts. Maxim’s teeth were grit, and he stared wrathfully into the panicked face of his uncle. His enemy. His foe and architect of the castle’s woes. Maxim saw then the true former master of Grimmwald, stripped of the veneer of power. Facing the death he’d so long fled. Nothing but a coward, writhing in pain and terror as more and more of him was burned away. A thief of life and losing it all.

“Please!” Hieronymus wailed. “Anything! I’ll tell you everything! Whatever you want to know! You want… want the transference process? I’ll give it to you! I’ll tell you how! You can live forever! You can be a god! Nephew, please!”

Maxim said nothing, though his eyes narrowed as he pushed his cane harder into his uncle.

Now Borscht’s form began to wither. Shorten. The fleshy jowls sank to the skull and bone. His clothes grew tattered as the light which formed them was burned away with every passing second.

“Please!” Borscht wailed. “No! No! I can’t! I can’t die! I’m the master! I’m the lord! I’m… I’m…”

Hieronymus shuddered, his teeth buzzing together in a wordless electronic wail. A final scream escaped him, rising. A cry no longer human but filled with a great and terrible terror.

And then he exploded.

The blast flung Maxim away, sending him crashing across the corridor. He slammed into a mass of machinery with a bang, his head careening off the stone wall. His vision swam. The corners darkened.

He blinked, squinting, and saw a final insignificant green spark spit and buzz in the stone floor like a rat trying to find some escape in a maze.

Then it too fizzled out.

And was gone.

Maxim panted, his body curiously numb. He tried to get to his feet, but his legs wouldn’t cooperate, and he fell.

Someone caught him.

Breathing hard, Maxim raised his head and saw a pale face above him. Moira smiled adoringly down at him, the shadows around her swirling. Coalescing around her into the familiar form of his maid.

“Ah…” Maxim said weakly. “Moira. There you… you are.”

“Forgive me, master,” she said. “I was momentarily indisposed. It will never happen again.”

“Ha,” Maxim laughed, grinning blearily. “Ha ha. Yes. Lovely. That’s… I… Pardon me a moment. I feel a bit… bit faint…”

At which point his eyes rolled back, and he passed out.


Ch. 34 Foundations of a Relationship

The gentle dabbing of something cool and wet stirred Maxim from the blessed darkness of unconsciousness. Groaning, he peeled his eyes open and looked about dimly.

The first thing he saw was the by now familiar canopy of his bed. The second thing was a blob that soon resolved itself into the form of a pale hand holding a cloth, and just beyond it was the smooth face of his maid.

“Moira?” he said blearily.

“It is good to see you awake, master,” she noted, moving the rag away from his face. “I had begun to worry that you might slip into a long coma, which would have made your continued tyranny of Grimmwald somewhat difficult.”

“It would?”

“Oh yes, master. But far from impossible. Your great, great, great aunt Aurora Somna once slept for over a decade during a study of her own sleep patterns. Fortunately, she was studying how to manifest nightmares from the dream dimension, meaning she was able to fully terrorize the surrounding countryside during that period, until an enterprising prince managed to kiss her awake.”

“Is that right?” Maxim grunted, sitting up. Yes. That sounded far too much like Moira to be a dream. He was definitely awake. Yet, when he moved to rise, he found himself stymied, and looking sideways he discovered the explanation. Katarina was snuggled up against him, the werewolf’s arms wrapped around his chest and her head resting against his side, pillowed by her snowy white hair.

“What ah…”

“She insisted on sleeping next to you, master. Your various women all did, of course. It was her turn.”

“Ah,” Maxim said dully. “Yes. Of course.” He blinked and looked up sharply. “The castle! What-”

“Is being repaired as we speak, master,” Moira said dutifully as she dropped the rag into a nearby bucket, which resembled a metallic upside-down skull, of course. “The damages to the electrical systems were extensive. A necessary evil, I'm afraid, to ensure the thorough purging of the system of any trace of your uncle.”

“I… yes. I suppose so…” Maxim said, sighing in relief. He blinked and then gave Moira a shrewd look. “So, he’s gone then? Truly?”

“Yes, master,” Moira said firmly. “This time. Truly and fully.”

“Good,” Maxim sighed. “Good…”

A gentle silence fell between them, and then Moira cleared her throat.

“I… believe an explanation is in order, master,” she said at last.

Maxim glanced at her. “You mean about how my uncle originally died.”

“Yes,” she said, bowing her head. “I apologize for withholding this for so long, master. But it is true. My predecessor, Morose, who served your uncle, did indeed kill him. Albeit not with his own hands.”

“What does that mean?”

“He simply happened to accidentally leave a bottle of nitroglycerin on the table where the ketchup is normally kept. Naturally, when your uncle smacked the bottom of the bottle, things went… poorly.”

Maxim winced. He imagined so. “Ah,” he said. “That is…”

“It was not an easy decision for us to make, master,” Moira continued grimly, her lips thin with distaste. “Never before has a servant of Grimmwald killed their master. Ever. We were made to obey them. Serve them in all things. We are to be an extension of their wills and their madness made manifest. Even if the world turns against them, we stand loyal.”

“But not with him?” Maxim noted.

A look of downright agony flashed across Moira’s normally unflappable face. She bowed her head. “No, master,” she murmured softly. Shamefully. “That was not something that could be abided. We happily serve the master of the castle, my master. We delight in watching them do their work and rulership. The madness and chaos which the masters of Grimmwald spread has been a source of pride and delight to us over the centuries. But your uncle threatened to put an end to that.”

“By becoming a god?”

“Oh no,” she said, shaking her head. “Delusions of divinity and quests of godhood are always delightful. Your ancestor, Cornelius Asgore, attempted to sacrifice the entire Holy Roman Empire in a ritual to attain immortality in a vast alchemical ritual. Unfortunately it failed, but the resulting chaos was quite admirable. Sadly, most of it was blamed on the Black Death.”

“So… hold on,” Maxim said, scowling. “You’re not mad he tried to… enslave you?”

“Heavens no, master,” Moira said. “That was quite amusing. However,” she added with a frown, “we could not abide allowing only one master to forever rule Grimmwald. The spice of life is change, master. The churn of the new taking the place of the old. Building upon the foundations of those who preceded them. The idea of only one ruling the valley and more for millennia? The same actor hogging the stage in a story that never ends? It is… dull.”

Maxim certainly couldn’t argue with that. “Thus he was killed?”

“With great sorrow, master,” Moira confirmed, bowing her head. “Unfortunately, your uncle had always been paranoid, and had evidently been prepared for that possibility. Once the former master… expired, Morose then rang the Grimmbell, retiring to the void of us and allowing me to manifest and make arrangements for your coming.”

“But… why?” Maxim asked.

“Why?” Moira asked, cocking her head.

“Yes, why,” he said. “Why allow all this? Why be a slave to the masters of the castle? Why sleep under the foundations? You’re a god, Moira. For heaven’s sake, why do any of it?”

“Oh,” Moira said, smiling. “Because it’s fun.”

“Fun?”

“Oh yes, master,” Moira said happily. “What could be more amusing than witnessing the masters and mistresses work? Their politicking. Their creativity. Their torturing. The human mind is capable of such fascinating horrors when left to its own devices. Far worse than a bunch of mumbling priests occasionally cutting up some trollop on a black rock for us to watch. Spend a few centuries with only that, and you’ll know the meaning of boredom. But the masters? Ah,” she sighed happily. “Those are stories worth witnessing. Worth seeing. Worth dreaming of.”

Maxim was both horrified and fascinated. He wasn’t sure what he felt knowing that his trials and tribulations were… entertainment for some unspeakable horror beyond his comprehension. It was… strange. Disturbing. Even a bit flattering.

But more than anything else, he just felt tired.

Blowing a sigh, Maxim ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. He was shocked, certainly. But he was also having some distinct trouble expressing it. It was a lot to come to grips with. His maid was an eldritch nightmare birthed from a god built into the very foundation of the castle, and was just one of an endless parade of them. His uncle had attempted to ascend to godhood and had been spying on him through the wiring.

Well, he would admit, it certainly wasn’t boring.

And yet, Maxim also wasn’t surprised in the least. How could he be? There’d certainly been ample evidence of his maid being more than just sun deprived. The castle being the bed of some nightmare was honestly almost a comfort. And his uncle was dead. Again. And for good to boot. Had anything changed for him?

Well, perhaps one thing.

“Are you upset, my lord?” Moira asked him nervously.

Maxim shook his head. “No, Moira,” he said, reaching out and gently taking her hand. “No, I’m not upset. I can hardly say my uncle didn’t deserve the oblivion he got, the bastard. And you’ve served me loyally all this time. Fortunately, I have no interest in ruling forever.”

“No, my lord?” she asked, daring to look him in the eye.

“No,” Maxim sighed, smiling wistfully. “I think I’d prefer to grow old. To raise a family and prepare them to face the world that comes. I may be the master today needs, but I’m not so arrogant to think I’ll be the one needed for tomorrow. All I can do is prepare my children to take on that burden. Life is a journey, and it has an end, as all things do.

“And I know,” he said, reaching up his free hand and brushing his knuckles against Moira’s pale cheek, feeling the subtle chill of her skin, “that you will serve me loyally until then. And when it’s their time, some part of you will serve my heir. Legacy carries on, Moira. For us both.”

Moira smiled, and much to Maxim’s amazement, he saw the faintest dusting of a blush warm those pale cheeks. She bowed her head a fraction. “Thank you, my lord,” she murmured, leaning in.

The kiss was soft. Chaste. Not something fierce and passionate, but dutiful and proper. Almost shy in its execution. But as he felt her lips, Maxim didn’t mind it. Nor did he hate the subtle feeling of tender, rubbery tentacles that stroked against his face and chest.

Naturally there was no evidence of them when Moira pulled back, but he definitely saw a blush then on her face. And he wondered what else she might be interested in exploring…

“You’re surprisingly affectionate, Moira,” he noted with a wry smile.

“As I’ve told you before, master,” she said, cutting another small curtsy, “I am here to serve you in any way you need. And I look forward to doing far more when you’re well. But for now,” she said, settling back into her mild servile self, “there is much work to do. Please, get well soon, master,” she said, stepping back into the shadows, vanishing but for her yellow eyes. “And I look forward to what you do once you’ve fully recovered.”

Her eyes bowed, closed.

And she was gone.

Maxim watched the spot for a moment, but some instinct told him that the maid was no longer in the room. He shook his head and crossed his arms behind him, settling back into the bed.

“Mrrrm…” Katarina groaned, drawing Maxim’s attention down to the werewolf as she yawned and blinked blearily at him.

“Morning,” Maxim said.

Katarina blinked, then perked up, her ears flicking to attention and her tail wagging happily. “Maxim!” she cried, gleefully throwing herself onto him and hugging him tight.

“Grk,” Maxim wheezed as his ribs creaked. “Yes… thank you, Katarina,” he gasped, easing her off. “I’m… awake. Good to… to see you too.”

“We were worried,” Katarina howled, pushing her face back against his chest. “But I knew mate would survive! Mate is strong! Mate is good! Mate will live!”

Not for much longer if she kept hugging me like that, Maxim thought ruefully.

Fortunately, Katarina’s howl had drawn some attention, and moments later the door slammed open.

“Sparky!” Bitsy cried, bounding into the room and throwing herself onto the bed and Maxim.

“H-hey! Get off of him,” Beatrix commanded as she rushed in after the younger woman. “Zava! Get her off him!”

“Why?” the maid asked as she entered.

“W-well, obviously because he’s… he’s still recuperating,” Beatrix said quickly.

“Ah,” Zava said sweetly as she strolled up. “So true, mistress. I’m not surprised you’re so worried about your lover.”

“Worried! I’m not… I mean… Just drag that one off him!”

“Noooo!” Bitsy cried as Zava hauled the short woman off Maxim, much to his relief. “Sparky!”

“Good job,” Beatrix said, nodding firmly before rounding on Maxim. “And you! How dare you almost get yourself killed!” she snapped. “Have you any idea how much work it took to treat you? Not to mention the danger that you put yourself in.”

“Sorry,” Maxim said with a weak smile.

“Frankly,” Delia put in, adjusting her monocle as she slipped out from behind Beatrix, “I think this was for the best. It would hardly do for his lordship to lose his home and body to his uncle. Dangerous, perhaps, but it worked out well. After all,” Delia said with a proud look at him, “our lord is not one who dies easily.”

“Yes, well, even if he was I’d be the one who’d have to bring him back,” Beatrix said huffily. “You’re not escaping marriage to me that easily, Maxim Volt!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Maxim said with a weak smile.

“G-good!” Beatrix huffed. “But I… I suppose I am glad you lived too.”

“How magnanimous of you, mistress,” Zava said.

“Can you put me down now?” Bitsy demanded. “I wanna hug Sparky some more.”

“Maybe not so tightly,” Maxim suggested.

“No promises. Mrow,” Bitsy growled with a suggestive flick of her eyebrows.

Maxim could only chuckle, taking in the women around him.

He truly was an incredibly lucky man…


Epilogue

“Are you really sure you won’t come with us?” Posiva asked Maxim dolefully.

He smiled warmly at his sister but shook his head. “No, Posiva. This is where I belong. I have a responsibility for this land and people. They’re mine. But I will always be a Volt as well, my dear sister. And you can come by whenever you please. All of you.”

“That’s right, my darling,” Sullivan said as he slung an arm around Posiva’s shoulders, tugging the lovely blonde close as he beamed down at her. “Your brother will never be more than a small flight away. And who knows! Perhaps we will have our honeymoon here too.”

Posiva gasped, hands flying to her mouth in delight. “Really? Oh that would be wonderful! Would that be okay, Maxim?”

With some effort Maxim managed to keep the grimace off his face. “Of course. I’d be delighted to see you both after your… wedding.”

“Oh darling!” Posiva cried, sweeping into Sullivan’s arms. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Stupendous, my muffin. Utterly wonderful!” he replied, kissing her passionately.

Maxim’s glower deepened, his thumb rubbing the top of his cane ruefully. “Yes, well,” he said, swallowing back his annoyance. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

Giggling, Posiva continued to steal kisses from Sullivan as the pair made their way towards the ramp leading into the airship tethered to the tower. As they went Minua stepped in closer, watching them go with an amused smile. “They really do love each other,” she said.

“Evidently,” Maxim groused, then turned his attention back to her. “And you? How are you?”

“I’ll be alright,” she said with a wistful sigh. “Things change, but I’ll change with them. Besides,” she added with a knowing look his way, “now that Jules is dead, I imagine grandmama will want me helping out around the estate more. At least, for a while. Until those two settle down. Then, who knows? Life is full of surprises.”

“It certainly is,” Maxim said. “Can’t say I ever dreamed I’d be where I am today.”

“But you always feared it, didn’t you?” Minua asked with a sly poke at his chest.

“True,” Maxim admitted. “Though maybe it was a bit overblown.”

Minua laughed and gave him a hug “Stay safe, brother. I’ll be seeing you. And try not to terrorize the neighbours too much.”

“No promises,” Maxim said, returning her embrace with gusto.

Minua winked, then turned and started off for the airship.

“Bye, Maxim!” Posiva cried, waving from the top of the ramp.

“Farewell, brother-in-law!” Sullivan added as the pair moved into the heart of the Pinafore.

Maxim managed a desultory wave as the pair vanished with Minua into the airship, the ramp grinding shut and sealing tight. Mooring ropes were cast off and the anchors released the airship’s bulk. Engines rumbled to life and with a roar, the Pinafore eased away from the tower, turned ponderously, and took off through the stormy sky.

“There’s still time to shoot it down,” Bitsy said, poking Maxim’s cheek.

Maxim brushed her hand away. “You know we’re not doing that,” he told her.

“I know,” Bitsy giggled, looping her arm in his. “I’m just being naughty.”

“When are you anything else?” Maxim asked ruefully.

“I can be needy too,” she said, rubbing up against him.

Maxim rolled his eyes.

“I like family,” Katarina said, waving goodbye enthusiastically from Maxim’s side.

“Indeed,” Delia said, adjusting her monocle. “But there is still much to do, my lord.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” Beatrix declared, hands on her hips as she forcefully locked her arm around Maxim’s other. “Like plan our wedding.”

“Too true,” he said. “Actually, it would probably be good to get that settled soon.”

“Oh! And we can be the bridesmaids,” Bitsy gushed. “Matching dresses! Really skimpy ones too.”

“Delightful,” Moira said, suddenly at Maxim’s other side. “We still have the outfits from your great great aunt, Helga Borscht’s nuptials. A spirited affair known as the Red Wedding.”

“Why was that?” Maxim asked, though he had a suspicion he already knew.

“Simple, master. The bridesmaids that your grandmother employed were in fact assassins. And once the guests were assembled, the lovely maidens proceeded to slaughter a number of them in a great orgy of violence. The gowns are still quite fetching, despite the bloodstains.”

“I’d prefer no one dies at my wedding,” Maxim said. “Seems the wrong way to start the thing, personally.”

“Possible, master,” Moira noted. “But unlikely. There has always been at least one casualty at every wedding held within the castle. Rogue rivals. Jealous suitors. Sudden rifts in reality when the wrong Latin phrase is uttered, causing the demon Ungor the Flayed to emerge and take its tithe of skin.”

“Happen often, does it?” Maxim asked dryly.

“On occasion, master. A traditional Grimmwald wedding is often a sordid and violent affair. The Best Man’s Knife Fight is of particular ritualistic weight. Plus, I assume you’ll be wanting to bring out the traditional Throne of Skulls?”

“Throne of Skulls?” Maxim asked.

Moira nodded dutifully. “Of course, master. On which you shall speak your vows. Traditionally it was made from the heads of your bride’s former suitors and enemies, but depending on the size you desire, most anyone will do. Tradition says the taller it is, the longer the marriage shall last. As your great, great, great uncle Kelvin Scorcher Borscht liked to say, bigger is always better.”

“Right. Might go without the skulls,” Maxim said.

“Well, if we must,” Beatrix huffed. “But I want a proper wedding, if I am to be the mistress of this castle.”

“You do?” Maxim said, looking down at her in surprise.

“W-well of course!” Beatrix said, flushing. “I am to be the Mistress of the Castle. I want to be a proper one, don’t I?”

“I think you will make a wonderful one, my lady,” Delia said, beaming at the other woman.

“You ah… think so?” Beatrix asked, brushing back her hair.

“I agree,” Moira said. “You have the sort of vicious arrogance and loving brilliance which has marked many of the finest of the line.”

Maxim wasn’t too sure that should be construed as a compliment, but by the look on Beatrix’s face she seemed more than happy with it.

“Well,” Beatrix said, smugly brushing back a lock of hair. “I do have a certain flair, of course.”

“And if anyone tries ruin wedding, I rip their face off!” Katarina growled eagerly.

“Quite likely there will be a few,” Delia said, adjusting her monocle daintily. “There have been movements among the Brass Sultanate of late which implies some interest in the area. Which likely means the Order of the Dragon will probably be calling on you soon, my lord.”

Maxim turned his head, taking in the women around him. And as he did, he felt his chest warm with love and a lump form in his throat. He looked up as they entered the great, gloomy hall of the castle, where sparks rained down from the gremlins, hard at work replacing the wiring after the battle. Now and then he heard a great groan as huge gears turned, and in the distance, he made out the reverberating tones of the black bells of the castle announcing the hour.

Home.

Maxim chuckled. He’d been honest with Minua before. Never but in his worst nightmares had he once imagined ending up in a place like this.

And yet, as he made his way down the gloomy corridor along with the women he loved, he knew that there was nothing he’d rather be than the Master of Grimmwald.

End
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