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  1

Contemplating the ancient chessboard, the old man’s fingers incessantly tapped on the cast iron tabletop. Flecks of rust were tucked up into the corners of decorative elements, the black finish fading to a muted gray from weather and sun. It had been crafted with loops and whorls in an antique fashion that was a favorite of his, the table having been created some one hundred or more years previously. Though the rising sun’s warming rays washed across the iron, morning had dawned cold and a bit of chill still lingered within the dark metal. 
The Devil grinned as he gave off an exaggerated shudder. “One of these days I’m going to buy you a manicure, my friend. Really, it’s embarrassing. If you have just a shred of pride then you would be utterly embarrassed. Hell, I’m embarrassed for you.”
El Shaddai, The One, known to most as God, was not embarrassed. Nor was He a man, though He certainly appeared as an old man. It was all an elaborate ruse. A humble trick. The whole of humanity pictured Him a certain way and so that was how He appeared to them, and it was an image that He had grown to regard fondly.
He wasn’t a man, no matter what the holy books claimed and no matter how the icons had been painted. El Shaddai was far more than that, far more than a mere man – or woman, even – and with His supremacy came a certain loneliness. It was why He enjoyed these games of strategy with His ancient friend and, as it turned out, sometime rival. What else could He do? El Shaddai enjoyed His games of chance. After all, strategy was nothing without chance. “You care far too much about the material world, my friend,” El Shaddai shrugged. A rough stitch that patched a hole in his tweed coat gave way as he did so. “And pride is a sin.”
Condescending chortles were the response. “There is nothing wrong with fine tailoring.” The Devil brushed a bit of dust from his lapel, a slight frown distorting his otherwise handsomely tanned face.
Scratching at a flea that was nestled in the old wool, El Shaddai considered His next move. Exposed as it was, the Devil’s queen was at risk, but He feared that it was a ruse. Chess could see a swing of fortunes in no more than a move or two, and just as the real game between them played out halfway across the world, El Shaddai wanted to tread carefully.
“Seriously, though,” the Devil smiled through his perfectly trimmed goatee, teeth shining brightly in the morning sun, “did you at least pay the bum when you stole his ragged-assed clothes?” 
“Humility is a virtue,” El Shaddai murmured, His face no more than an emotionless slate.
“So the proverbial they say. I say that virtue is overrated. Take my shoes, for example. I could wear second-hand castoffs such as yourself. Or even third-hand! I shudder to think. If I did, then I may suffer from maladies that I’d rather not imagine.”
“Maladies?” El Shaddai asked wryly, an eyebrow raised, scorn wrinkling his weathered face.
The Devil waved a careless hand through the air. “Oh, yes, bunions and the like. Corns. Not to mention the fungus that surely infests those disgusting things you have on your feet.”
“You have an ill sense of humor,” El Shaddai grunted. He didn’t much like how His pieces were arranged, and deep down inside, He rankled at the Devil’s meticulous series of moves. El Shaddai was all-knowing, but even the trick with the first Navă’s spirit was a surprise. 
Ansnā was her name. She had once been a faithful acolyte. El Shaddai sighed. The Devil had learned a thing or two from all the defeats he had suffered, and a thin smile crossed El Shaddai’s face at the thought of it. “Knight, f6.”
“Now, why would you make such a bold move?” the Devil asked, surprise clouding his normally jovial visage. “Your bishop is exposed.”
“Is it?” El Shaddai smirked, his shoulders rising in another shrug. “Play your game, old friend, and we will see which of our pieces are truly at risk.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Something unseen, something interminable, pulled Elena on, and she knew it was the invisible yet powerful draw of a nearby temple. Her body was failing. She stumbled over hidden roots, tripped over rocks and labored through brambles, each step becoming more difficult to endure. Her stomach was an excruciating, churning mass that clouded her mind and weakened her will to resist Ansnā’s empty spirit, and she finally collapsed to her hands and knees and retched, trying to purge herself of the evil that had taken root in her core. She only succeeded in instigating a racking laughter from inside her mind. You’re weak, the voice of Ansnā snarled. 
Elena’s head swam. “No,” the girl managed to spit out between clenched teeth. “I won’t let you win.” The muscles in her core were cramping excruciatingly and she couldn’t muster the strength to stand, so instead Elena dragged herself over the thick carpet of leaves and moss by one wretched hand after the other. She was determined to get as far away as she could from the fallen temple, but Ansnā’s soul fragment tugged incessantly at the edge of her consciousness. 
It wrought an indescribable urge to rise, to walk, to hurry to the next temple, an impulse that was quickly becoming overwhelming, and then Elena became flush with heat, her eyes rolled, and she fell into unconsciousness.
Darkness loomed, a cocoon of pitch black so absolute that Elena’s mind swam from vertigo. She wished for a bit of light to illuminate the dark and was rewarded, but instead of the expected yellow glow from her hand, a bland grayness arose. It came from everywhere and everything, from above, below, and all around her.
It was the steel-gray waste of her mind, a monochrome realm of silently lapping water and an endless horizon that was utterly devoid of sound. Curled up like a fetus, not far away, was a child whose slight body was partially concealed by the water.
Ansnā.
Elena set her jaw and her lip curled into a scowl. You, she wanted to say, but in this place any speech came out as a thought. Silence was absolute and so the word formed in her mind as an unspoken accusation. 
Ansnā shuddered, her shoulders convulsing, and Elena realized the child was laughing. Slowly, the first Navă uncoiled, and one brown iris whose depthless pupil peeked over a shoulder, taking Elena in. How does it feel? the child’s consciousness asked, though it felt like a rhetorical question. Their minds had become one, their thoughts flying effortlessly across the chasm that separated them. How does it feel to be alive, yet not in control? How does it feel to be used?
You weren’t always this way, Elena thought, the words a dart meant to wound. You weren’t always evil. 
Evil? Evil, she says. You don’t know the meaning of the word. Evil is the corruption that has wormed its way deep into your hearts. Evil is elevating oneself above all else. Evil is…evil is humanity. And it must be cleansed.
You’re mad! Elena insisted. Free me and I will help you save yourself.
Save me from what? Ansnā crowed silently into the empty landscape of Elena’s mind. You couldn’t save your parents and you can’t even save yourself. The wheels of the Universe have been set in motion. My goddess will return to right the wrongs of the world, and I will finally have earned my sleep. I will drift across eternity, I will be freed from the bonds of consciousness.
Liar, Elena seethed. God will help me. I don’t need you.
Ansnā’s convulsive laughter increased, her face twisted in a macabre rictus. The same God that let your parents die? The same one who refused your plea for their healing? Those terrible, terrible brown eyes fixed her in a stare. Oh, yes, I’m certain that God wants nothing more than to help you.
Elena’s lip started to quiver, tears threatening to well up, but she forced the weakness back. 
Crocodile tears, Ansnā taunted. You are powerful in ability but weak in spirit, so you are destined to fail. Let me tell you how this will end. I will use your body to retrieve the fragments of my soul from each of the pillars. With my spirit and my soul whole once more, I will deliver you to my goddess for the ritual that will restore her power. Kotys will walk the Earth again. She will wash away the corruption of humanity, of their selfishness, of evil itself. Blood will flow, it will fertilize the Earth and so humankind will be reborn…and the multitudes will worship my goddess as they once did.
Elena wanted to reach out, to seize Ansnā’s scrawny neck in her hands and choke her out of existence, but her feet were rooted to the spot and her fury was dulled by impotence. All that death, all of that suffering, just so you can sleep? she demanded. Why must you free your soul-fragments? The world isn’t so terrible!
A wistful look fell over Ansnā’s face. You really are as naive as Kotys claims, aren’t you? Without a soul, my consciousness cannot be eradicated. They must be destroyed together. It is the only way.
You selfish brat, Elena seethed, her nostrils flaring. My parents were murdered for this? I will find a way to punish you. You and Unul Vechi, both.
Ansnā’s lips stretched into a grim frown. Their deaths weren’t my doing. Nor was it the will of Kotys. You did it, Navă. You allowed your parents to die, and God refused to let you raise them. Why do you blame those that wish to help you?
It was Unul Vechi’s evil that brought death to my home, Elena raged silently. It was her and Malthus that set my parents’ deaths in motion, even if they didn’t do it themselves. I will have my retribution.
Ansnā’s frown twisted into a thin smile. We shall see, Navă. We shall see. As I have awoken, and you have lost control.

      [image: image-placeholder]Malthus hadn’t felt such horrendous pain in a very, very long time. Not when he’d been brought into the world anew, wriggling into the wretched corpse of Cosmin, and certainly not when his son had driven the Sword of Kizağan into his chest. Not even when that cursed girl Elena had scorched his flesh into ashes before banishing him back to Hell. The pain he now felt was different, and it was born from his struggle in traversing the Widow’s Veil.
Leathery red skin on his hips and legs had been torn away, split and puckered where the portal’s sour-milk light burned as it contracted against the demon’s body. Now his skin and the flesh beneath it were destroyed, his nerves laid bare. He tried to hold back unseemly cries but failed, and the terrible sounds that poured out of his mouth could have tarnished the best gilding. 
Eventually, Malthus bit back his cursing and snarling. “Don’t touch it, damn it,” he hissed through gnashing fangs. His vampiress, the savagely beautiful Regina, tried but failed to soothe Malthus’s pain with handfuls of lard that she’d found in the ruined castle’s kitchen. “Blood of Lucifer and his legions in Hell,” he growled through a fat, purple-black lip that he was biting. It seemed to the demon that Regina ignored his swearing. Instead, she focused on smearing the fat across his wounds. 
“Why in the world do you have lard?” the vampiress demanded. “It's not like you had to eat human food,” the vampiress asked as she inspected her sticky fingers. “Stop squirming. It will help you to heal.” 
“Humans are food. Anyway, how else would I cater to guests?” the demon growled, his face pinched with pain. He had to admit, though, it had helped to soothe his injuries. “Lard is crucial for cooking. My servant insisted on it.”
“Cristina,” Regina said, recalling the child she’d first seen when she had emerged from the hell of her transformation into one of the undead. “There, it’s already looking better. See? I must ask you something.”
Malthus didn’t feel like answering questions. He ignored her. Unfortunately, Regina was headstrong. “You are…what are you?” she asked hesitantly.
He sensed awe in her voice, a perfectly normal reaction for someone that was so recently a human, a race so primitive they were kissing cousins to apes. Awe, but also terror. Another perfectly normal reaction. The demon huffed. “If you must know, I am the High One of Hell, Prince of the Nighttime and Darkness, and Satan’s eldest surviving child.” He did his best to make it sound routine, but he enjoyed talking about his many titles and the power they held. 
Pride is a son of a bitch.
She smiled, one hand stroking the pelt on his forearm. Involuntary muscle contractions sent ripples across his hide. “You’re so strong,” Regina crooned, her eyes inspecting his body. “Powerful.” He was also huge. Stretched to his full length, he measured six long strides in height. He could easily enclose a person’s head in his titanic clawed paws.
Malthus shrugged. “You’ve never seen a demon. There are many in Hell, even some here on Earth. But there are none quite like me,” he growled, suddenly aroused at the attention he was receiving.
“I see,” Regina said, her eyes widening at his physical reaction. “I really see…”
“Do you?” the demon growled invitingly. It had been so long, so very long since he’d enjoyed the company of the fairer sex. At least twenty-four hours, by human reckoning.
She cleared her throat. “Ah, no…I don’t believe there is a physical way to make it work…” Somehow, the vampiress turned even paler, if that was even possible. She gulped, a shudder running through her body.
“Ah, well,” the demon shrugged. “It was worth a shot.” He was a gargantuan thing, in all ways and dimensions. Demonesses and succubae might have been able to accommodate him, but humans…even undead humans…yes, that would certainly be an intimidating though impressive feat. 
Malthus was so large, in fact, that he wondered how she’d helped him from the apartment down its cramped stairwell, through tight passages and dreary corridors. Regina managed to drag and cajole him until they finally emerged into the black sepulcher underneath Cetatea Orașului. It was colloquially named the Vampire’s Vault, the refuge where he had slept as Cosmin and where his wounds could heal. It was here that she skillfully changed the subject, from his very natural and basic needs to her desire for revenge and torture and blood-hunger. “Now that you’re here,” she smiled haughtily, “and I have fulfilled my end of the bargain, I wish to pursue those that tormented me. The ones that enslaved me, the ones that…that…”
“Whored you out,” Malthus callously finished for her. “Not yet, Regina. But soon. I still need you.”
Supernatural processes were taking over, mending his torn, charred flesh, the skin and muscle stitching itself together. Hunger reared up as it did so, an awful famine that caused his stomach to rumble dreadfully. His journey between worlds had taken a mighty toll. He could feel the energy ebbing from his body and knew that it would slow the healing of his wounds. Only one thing could fill that void. “Food,” Malthus growled, his voice a million pebbles rattling around a stone kist. “I need food to finish healing. Meat and blood. Gristle and entrails. I need it all.”
“Dawn is near,” Regina mumbled. He noted dejection in her voice. “So strange - I can feel its presence. The dawn is not far off.”
“So it is. We must hurry, then,” Malthus growled. “It’s also the prime opportunity to begin.”
Regina smiled ruefully, the points of her fangs flashing in flickering candlelight. “Begin what?”
He returned her grin. “The hunt. We begin the hunt for a narrow little bitch named Elena. The Navă. The key that we need to unlock our destinies. You see, my mother thinks she has it all figured out,” the demon crooned as he stroked her chin with a clawed finger. It was as long as a sausage, with strands of thick black hair that hung from a knobbly knuckle. His voice held a hint of irritation. “But she is a fool if she thinks that I can trust her. That shriveled up old prune is planning to double-cross me. I can feel it in my bones. It’s something she has done every time. Every. Single. Time.
“How…how many times?”
“That she’s betrayed me, or that we’ve had to battle a Navă? Either way, too many to count. It’s always something different, her treachery, yet the result is always the same. Call it familial love that I think it should end up different. Or naïveté. But no longer.”
“Horrible woman, how could a mother treat her son that way?”
An ugly smile contorted his face. “You met her. Briefly.”
“Me?” Regina started, aghast. “I’ve never met a demon except for you.”
He laughed, a big booming sound that reverberated off the walls so that the columns of the Vampire’s Vault seemed to vibrate. “My mother isn’t a demon. Unfortunately, there’s no time to explain. When we are done with tonight’s task we will talk. For now, we go to Valea Întunecată and search for Elena.”
“And eat,” Regina said with relish.
“Oh, yes. Yes, definitely, we will feed. Are you familiar with the town? What am I saying? Of course you are! You descend from one of the New Families of the valley, right? Do you know Elena of the Old Families?”
“There were many Elenas, and I left Valea Întunecată long ago. I don’t know which one you are searching for.”
“Hmmm…regardless, we will canvass the village. Chop chop, the night is short and there is a girl to find.”
Regina sighed, a look of exasperation flashing across her face. “What does she look like?”
“Like…like a girl!” the demon blurted out, arms akimbo. “What else does a girl look like? A girl!” Malthus ignored the vampiress’ eyeroll. This time. Her sudden irritation galled him. “On we go,” he urged her hastily. “Into the cavern, on to the village. We have a Navă to find.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Waves of heat radiated off the rusty red dirt of the Plain of Tartarus. Little dust devils swirled, kicking up a haze that obscured the view. Na’amah chuckled slightly. Dust devils, what a name. A line of jagged gray mountains just peaked out from a smog that obscured the horizon, primordial teeth of scorched stone and barrenness. They weren’t really gray but appeared that way from such a distance. That was where Eishith was going. The demoness could practically feel it.
No sooner had Malthus pushed through the portal for his triumphant return to Earth than Na’amah began the hunt for her sister. For all of her sultriness, Eishith was a turd and it was good work to cleanse Hell of her filth. All Na’amah needed to do was find the bitch and carve out her entrails, but it had turned out to be a bit more of a task than she’d thought. The succubus was crafty and quick of action, and she’d slipped the noose before it had even been placed over her neck.
“Forneus!” the demoness bellowed. “I need you. Now!”
A serpentlike demon slithered and writhed through the burning sand. Its steel-gray scales shed most of the clinging particles but there were still some rusty flecks of dust that it couldn’t shake, no matter how its body shook, wriggled and contorted. It reared up, sand running off of the crown of its head, and hissed so that a light spray of yellowish venom tinted the air. “Yesssss, Na’amah?”
“My sister is a problem that needs to be solved.”
“At onccce. How would you like me to go about sssolving the problem of Eissshith?”
Na’amah considered the question. Eishith had wasted no time in fleeing from Tartarus, and Na’amah was still furious with Malthus for sentencing their conniving sister to exile rather than a death the traitor so obviously deserved. The rotten bitch’s legions had already crafted one city from nothing. What would stop her from doing it all again? She crossed her arms and stared out from Tartarus’s amphitheater to the faint mountains of Mons Graupius. "How many rebels are left?”
Forneus wasted no time in answering, a fact that vindicated Na’amah’s choice in appointing him as Chamberlain of Hell. “Of the ninety-sssix legionsss that rossse in rebellion, sssix hundred and thirty-nine thousssand demonsss followed Eissshith willingly. Roughly one-fifth perisssshed in the battle of Tartarusss. Out of thossse remaining demonsss, demonesssesss, incubi, sssuccubi…”
“Please, Forneus. To the point.”
“Of courssse,” Forneus hissed. “Twenty or ssso legionsss remain loyal to your sssissster. I would put their total ssstrength at sssomewhere around fifty thousssand.”
“Very good, Forneus, very good indeed. Prepare the Devil’s Cohort. We begin the hunt in four hours.”
“Your will,” the serpent hissed.
Mons Graupius. Even more remote than Tartarus, and even more inhospitable if one could believe it. However, the city that crowned Tartarus had once been considered an impossibility as well, and look what Eishith’s followers created! Columned buildings crafted from granite sat on terraces that climbed the massif's flanks, the city taking its name from the mountain range that soared behind her and the lifeless plains that stretched for miles from its base.
She shook her head, refocusing on the problem of Eishith that would still need to be solved. The succubus must die, that was obvious. Only then would Na’amah be free to address the issue of Unul Vechi. Her mother had promised much, but Na’amah still didn’t quite know which of her promises were true and which of them were empty. She knew her mother well enough not to trust the twisted old hag. “All I ever wanted was to serve Malthus,” she sighed deeply. “Whether that was crushing his enemies here, or scouring Earth of those hairless apes we call humans, I would do it gleefully. He and Mother are cut from the same cloth. Can I trust anything that either of them says?”
Some of what Unul Vechi claimed rang true. Malthus was a narcissist and a liar who would use and discard the demons and demonesses to further his own selfish ends. Na’amah already knew that, and Unul Vechi voicing it only confirmed the obvious. Still, much had been left unspoken between them, not least of which was that Unul Vechi herself was also a monumental narcissist. 
Yet Unul Vechi’s promise of elevating Na’amah to the honor of Queen of Earth and Hell held its own appeal, one that, in some ways, certainly trumped service to Malthus. With Eishith gone and Malthus banished as Unul Vechi intimated, then the path would be clear for the Devil’s Cohort to vault her onto that tantalizing throne. A wide grin stretched taut the skin of her face. Red light from Hell’s sun, wan and morose, shone on her iron-gray fangs. 
Forneus grunted, clearing his throat, a clear reminder that he was still in the demoness’ presence. “We will find my sister,” she growled at the serpent, perhaps the one demon that she could actually trust. “I have things to discuss with her. Very important things.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Malthus grunted and groaned as he squeezed his way through the cavern. It was a naturally formed chute of a sort, tall and narrow, though not so narrow that the demon couldn’t contort his body past its slimmest parts. Once or twice his horns became wedged between the walls where they constricted. It was because, Regina pointed out, they twisted and turned and stuck out at odd angles. “You think I don’t know about my own damned horns?” he snarled at her. 
“I was just pointing it out,” the vampiress pouted, her pretty face pinched and downcast.
“Forget it,” he sighed. “There are more important things…shit. Could you…?”
His horns were wedged fast again.
“If you know about your horns, then why do you keep getting stuck?” she smiled scornfully, and he noticed a little bitterness in her grin.
“Would you just…ugh, would you please help me?” The demon did his best to sound polite. His voice wasn’t suited to it.
Eventually they found themselves in a narrow glade, a cliff soaring above them, the castle’s ruined battlements blotting out the moon while high, gauzy clouds smeared the light of the stars above. They were deep into the night. Even the bats seemed sleepy. “We have to hurry,” Malthus rumbled. His stomach rumbled too. “Soon,” the demon said as he patted his pelt-covered belly. “We will feed soon, I promise you.” Beech, larch, and pine trees hemmed them in and Malthus inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring at the sensational scents. As a vampire his senses were acute – superhuman, cliché though it may be – but now that he was back in his natural form, Malthus reveled in even greater sensory delights. Bitter pine resin clung to his sinuses, the must of forest fungus tickled his nose, he even found joy in the scent of mud. Beetles scuttling through mildewed leaf litter, worms writhing in the dirt. He heard it all and felt it all, even the warm spring air rustling through his pelt and the cool earth under the pads of his paws. What he did not smell was the caustic, acidic aroma of Hell’s brimstone.
But it was the blood that made him salivate.
He sensed it on the slight breeze that swept down the river valley, channeled by the cliffs and mountains. The wind then crossed the village of Valea Întunecată, twisted and turned due to a series of ridges and ravines, and then abruptly collided with the cliff that his castle was perched on. Unmistakable, the metallic stench stuck in his nostrils and a guttural rumble deep in his chest made his fur ripple. It was blood, fresh blood, the kind that had been spilled and left to coagulate, but there was more on the wind as well. Stale smoke, scorched timber, the acrid reek of burned gunpowder. “Do you smell that?” he murmured.
“Fire…and death,” Regina replied quietly. “Something terrible has happened.”
Terrible. An interesting choice of words, though Malthus didn’t find it terrible at all. Exhilarating, that’s what war and death was, although he hoped that they wouldn’t be left without food.
The two or three miles that separated them from Valea Întunecată were reeled off in mere minutes, Malthus loping like a wolf and Regina staying close to his heels, until the forest floor that descended from the cliff leveled out. The stench of blood and gore and fire grew almost overwhelming, and the closer they got, the more pronounced it became. They slowed, sniffed the air, and picked their way silently, like predators, through thickets and across boggy bottomlands that edged the village.
Smoke, this time of a different kind, tickled Malthus’s twitching nose. Tobacco smoke. And laughter.
Malthus crept forward, keeping Regina behind him and ignoring her mumbled protests. She apparently wanted to see what was to happen, but the demon was wholly focused on what was going on just past the forest. The laughter came again followed by a rough staccato of German. He saw them: three men lounging against half-fallen stone walls just beyond the tree line. Two of them were smoking and making macabre jokes about the previous day, while the third man stared not at the darkness shrouding the forest, but into the village where no lights burned. Even in the moonlight that washed away all color, he saw the greenish-gray uniforms of soldiers. They cradled their rifles as if the night presented no threat.
Saliva dripped from Malthus’s steely fangs and he inaudibly ground his teeth together. One of the soldiers guffawed and was thrusting his hips, apparently reenacting a memorable experience from some recent misadventure, but then his guffaw was abruptly silenced. After all, it’s difficult to make a sound with a windpipe that was crushed. By, of course, the powerful jaw of a vampiress. 
“Shit!” Malthus blurted out. “Damn it, Regina. I was listening to them.”
Quick as a faded dream, she leapt on the next soldier, her first victim crumbling to a lumpen, twitching pile and, roaring like a boar, Malthus was left with little choice but to erupt from the trees. The third soldier grunted, his budding scream choked off by the grip of the demon’s enormous paw. Then Malthus picked the soldier up effortlessly and slammed his body against a boulder. The helmet he wore was evidently not so good for that kind of thing. It was crushed by the blow. As was his skull. The result was that his brains flew all over and in an eyeblink the demon stuffed the carcass into his mouth and crunched away, his teeth carving through flesh and bone like vast butcher knives. Regina, meanwhile, was greedily – and noisily – sucking the blood from her prey’s neck that had been flayed open.
Groans of pleasure and thick ropes of gore slid from Malthus’s mouth, but the demon quickly shook off the desire for more deliciousness and recovered his wits. “No time to waste,” he grinned. Moonlight illuminated the vampiress’ pale skin that was also smeared with crimson. “We have a girl to find.”
“Which way?”
“I’m going to the mayor’s house. You go look…somewhere else.”
“Helpful,” the vampiress sassed moodily, but she disappeared into the darkness, nonetheless.

      [image: image-placeholder]Malthus marveled at how dim Valea Întunecată had become. For centuries, he had watched over the little village in the guise of Cosmin the Wicked, and even in the most distant, primitive days at least a handful of ill-made tallow candles would burn in the windows of the little hovels. They had been like tiny, dim stars that twinkled in the river valley’s darkness. Now nearly everything was pitch black. All the windows were dark, even the ones that were shuttered tight. The only exception were the few smoldering fires that seemed to be remnants of the German assault, and a blazing light that illuminated the building known as the mayor’s house.
Far more than just a house, it was actually a sandstone compound, fashioned from several different buildings that had been gradually fused into a single ugly edifice over perhaps the past one or two centuries. There certainly was an attached house, and the mayor’s family did live there, but even though it was a rundown thing much like the rest of Valea Întunecată, the complex also contained an administrative wing that consisted of the village’s little office and records archive, and a separate wing that functioned as the jail. 
Slinking down the streets as only a gargantuan demon could slink, Malthus had once or twice blundered into piles of refuse and let loose low growls of displeasure. He sensed no reaction to his clumsiness. Though he smelled the sweetness of living human meat nearby, the demon didn’t get a sense that any of Valea Întunecată’s people knew he was there.
Surely, if he’d been seen, they would run off screaming. Any sane human would. Probably a few of the mad ones as well.
“Fuck,” he snarled, the claws of his foot having trod through a lump of something sticky. He lifted his leg to sniff at it. “Dead,” Malthus said laconically as he clumsily wiped the stink of it on the corner of a building.
Having slipped as quietly as was inhumanely possible down roads and alleys, even as his claws scraped across sandstone cobbles, he now towered over the mayor’s house. It was just a single squat story in the center of the village and even standing at street level Malthus’s head stuck out over its roof. He crouched down, one goat-eyed iris examining the succulent people that milled around within. Saliva poured from his fangs and he forced his ever-rumbling stomach into silence.
Eight men, he saw, of varying heights and plumpness crowded around a table, each one of them wearing the modern uniforms of soldiers. Such clothing wasn’t completely unknown to the demon, but when he was Cosmin he had been magically confined to the valley. It wasn’t exactly a cosmopolitan place. 
Malthus could barely control the urge to reach through the window and gorge himself on tender bodies pulsing with savory juices.
“I’m going for a piss,” one of them said poetically, his accent thick and Hessian. “Fucking primitive bastards in this village haven’t even dreamt up indoor plumbing!” Malthus smiled as the man left the light of a burning lamp behind and groped his way clumsily into a side yard that doubled as an impromptu toilet. Fumbling with the buttons of his woolen trousers, the soldier groaned with relief as an arc of steaming urine splashed against the pockmarked wall.
Having finished, the soldier quickly buttoned his trousers and spun to flee into the dubious safety of the mayor’s house. “Boo,” Malthus breathed, one hairy paw clamping off the man’s entire head before he could cry out in alarm. The demon’s clawed fingers smothered his prey’s face so that the only sound it made was a scuffle of boots and the swish of arms that windmilled absurdly. “I’m only going to ask you this once. Have you found a girl named Elena?” he demanded quietly, his German perfect. Two huge fingers slid apart slightly so that he could see the soldier’s eyes. They were as big as moons and Malthus could sense his pulse, he could even smell the stench of fear on the man. “I will let you speak now. Answer me truthfully, but whatever you do, you cannot scream.” And with that, the demon let slip the finger that had clamped off the soldier’s voice.
He screamed. For less than a single heartbeat.
And was silenced with one crunching bite through skull and brain.
The demon moaned with pleasure. Warm blood leaked over his fingers and down to his elbows. He took his time, savoring every delicious and flavorful bite, from his quarry’s fingers to his toes until all that was left were shredded boots and bloodstained wool.
Malthus paused, his fingers poised mid-lick, as the door creaked open again. A closely trimmed blond head poked out of the door, the soldier’s face cast in yellow from the lamplight. “Ernst?” he called out. “What is taking so long?” The demon could hear crude comments and catcalls from inside the mayor’s house.
“Ernst won’t be joining you,” the demon snarled from the dark as one hairy, red-skinned arm shot out of the shadows to grab the soldier by his neck. Malthus squeezed tightly, feeling the gratifying pop of crumbling vertebrae and laughed as the head bounced down cobblestones like a football, then he widened the doorway by pummeling down the wall so that he could contort his huge body into the little room. His horns became stuck in the ceiling and Malthus jerked forward with a horrendous snarl to free them, plaster and wood raining down with a series of clatters.
Stunned silence was shattered by terrified shrieking and sharp cracks of gunshots, but then the ruckus died as quickly as it had started.
All, that is, except for the sound of crunching bones, the drip-drip-drip of blood, and Malthus’s incessant groans of satisfaction. 
Save for one cowering figure that huddled in the corner. “Elena,” Malthus snarled. Bits of pale flesh were stuck in his teeth. His black lips glistened with fresh gore. The man looked at him in horrified wonder. A beast from Hell that can speak German! he must have been thinking. “Tell me where Elena is if you want to live.”
The man quivered in terror, paralyzed with fear.
Malthus squirmed closer, his horns dragging furrows through the ceiling so that more plaster fell. “There is a girl named Elena. I must have her. I must have the girl. Where is she?”
Tears streamed down the soldier’s face, his teeth fracturing under the pressure of his clenched jaw. He said nothing for a long while, but eventually croaked out a strangled “Who?”
“Elena. A girl who looks like nothing special, but she is very special, indeed. She can do things. She knows things.”
“Like…a sword…”
Malthus jerked as if he’d been struck. “What did you say about a sword?” the demon demanded cruelly.
The soldier squeezed his eyes shut and huddled even tighter into a ball. His arms shielded his face so that his words came out muffled and indistinct. “We were…searching for a sword…and the Obersturmbannführer…went to find a girl. The mayor said…that she would know!”
“Where does this girl live?” Malthus grinned. Flickering tallow candles and kerosene lamps cast crazy shadows around the destroyed room. Shuddering violently, the soldier told all that he knew.

      [image: image-placeholder]Malthus continued on the hunt for Elena. She was the ultimate prize, because somewhere within her lay the promise of his throne. It seemed so easy. After all, she was little more than a runt. Take that magical sword that was still missing, run her through so that the mysterious power was unleashed, and it would blow the doors open that separated Earth from Hell.
It was not easy. He knew how difficult the task actually was. Centuries of failure attested to that, and now that the sword had gone missing the task had become unfathomably more challenging. Even so, he was close, so very close to fulfilling his destiny.
If only he could find the little bitch.
The demon wiped fresh blood from his face and spat fragments of bone into the gutter, then closed his eyes and let the most insignificant of the village’s sounds and scents fill his senses. Scorched wood and iron blood, loosened bowels and salty tears, the demon reveled in the stench of war and slaughter that had befallen Valea Întunecată. Tiny claws scampering on cobblestones, padded paws loping across alleys, the pathetic mewling of an orphaned kitten – none of it escaped him.
Heading in the direction that the doomed man indicated, Malthus let a grin of satisfaction plaster itself on his face. He’d asked the soldier if he wanted to live. Malthus never told him that he would live. A seemingly miniscule, yet important, distinction.
Ten minutes later, he found the silent and pale Regina grimacing at a burned-out hole in a decrepit building that looked as if it would collapse at any moment. “This is it, I assume,” the vampiress mumbled. 
“It appears so. How did you find it?”
Regina’s pale skin glowed in the light of the crescent moon and Malthus saw the corner of her mouth twitch. “Scent. A strange scent. Electric, almost.”
Bodies were strewn about, some burned beyond recognition, others untouched by flame. Elena wasn’t within the building, that much was plain, but on seeing the state of the place it wasn’t a stretch to imagine that she had been here and was probably responsible for the destruction. Wherever Elena had disappeared to, the girl wouldn’t be able to hide forever. “Eventually you’ll emerge from whatever hole you’ve taken refuge in, you miserable little troglodyte,” the demon growled under his breath. He must keep looking for her – but would he have enough time?
Dawn was nearly upon them and it appeared that Valea Întunecată had turned into a dead end, so the demon and vampiress left Valea Întunecată, hurrying back to the ruinous Cetatea Orașului, and just in time. No sooner had Regina ducked into the cavernous slit in the cliff than the day’s first rays stabbed over the mountain peaks. Now she slumbered, and Malthus sat, leaning against the sarcophagus, his eyes fluttering shut and his breath slowing to a rhythmic bass. Much as he loathed his mother, he must grit his teeth and contact her spirit. Unul Vechi would know where the sword was, and she would probably know where Elena was, such was the wrinkled bitch’s craftiness. That meant, of course, that he would have to be unusually wily himself. After all, the one thing he and Unul Vechi would likely agree on was that they had no trust in each other. “Mother,” he mumbled as he dozed, the tendrils of his consciousness reaching, grasping, probing in the æther for the witch known as Unul Vechi. “Mother, where are you?”
“Lo and behold,” a voice appeared to ring out from the dark edges of the Vampire’s Vault. “Look who the fuck it is. My bastard son!” Both words and tone were a grinding blade against the whetstone of his ears. Malthus wished there was another way to achieve his twisted ends, but he’d have to endure her presence - though he vowed such endurance would end once his objectives were achieved.
“I made it,” he said quickly, an interruption to silence her bitter, shrill voice. “Now we have to get the Navă and the sword.”
“Yes, son, you most certainly do. Funny thing about that…you weren’t supposed to do a damned thing. I, on the other hand, was supposed to inhabit the body of the Sacrifice and engineer every ruse myself. It all would have been much easier.”
“You were…you were going to possess the sacrifice?” he asked incredulously. Why didn’t she tell him that part of the plan? Malthus had thought that her spirit alone would work well enough for the journey that lay ahead. She had certainly made it seem that way.
“Of course, numbnuts. I must be there to perform the ritual, otherwise it will probably get screwed up and then we’ll be royally fucked.”
“Damn it,” the demon grumbled. If she had to be here, then it was no stretch to assume they would need to find another sacrifice, and not all candidates were so suited to the ritual. Some were too physically frail so that their corpse wouldn’t allow a foreign spirit to take hold. Others were too strong-willed, their own spirits unwilling to part so easily. And with such magicks, timing was tricky but critically important. “What happened? If I made it across, then you should have been able to come across as well.”
“Oh,” the witch snorted. “It wasn’t my fault! I was all ready to go, one foot through the doorway, but something flung me away.”
“What do you mean, something? What do you mean, flung you away? If you had told me what you were planning to do instead of keeping secrets, then maybe I could have helped you.” The demon grunted and kicked, his body twitching in the half-sleep that he found himself in. No matter what his mother said, he always smelled the taint of treachery. She had already omitted the significant detail that she was angling to be brought back to Earth.
“Help me?” she howled with laughter. “How can you help me? You can’t even help yourself to a bowl of warm milk. What I mean is that while in the Dead Land, something – or someone – grabbed me by the shoulder and tossed me to the side so that they could take my place.”
“Someone,” Malthus thought, venomous bile rising in his core. 
“A spirit! Either something malevolent like a poltergeist, or something knowledgeable and self-aware. Not only about what had to happen, but to whom…and when.”
Only a few creatures had an inkling of what they were planning, only a few had the understanding to dash their hopes.
And only one of them was dead.
Costache Rădescu, the half-breed who had forsaken his family name and instead adopted the moniker Charles Resseguie out of pettiness and spite.
His son. 
“That little weasel-dick, milk-faced, wobbly-spined piece of rat shit fucking piece of fuck!” Malthus spewed, a stream of curses and epithets that he imagined brought a gleeful smile to the ghostly visage of Unul Vechi.
“He is all of that,” the witch lisped blandly, and Malthus grated against her mirthful humor. “All of that, and more besides. But never fear, my son. I am coming back, and soon.”
Malthus rumbled, his hackles rising at her proclamation. “How? And when?”
“Don’t worry about me!” she screeched abruptly, the sound piercing his eardrums. “My priestess has infected the Navă, and now the girl searches for the fragments of the lost soul. She is dismantling the temples that ring the valley. Find her, follow her, and ensure that your son doesn’t ruin our plans…but be aware that she cannot be harmed.”
Saliva wetted his steel fangs. “I cannot wait to give that girl a taste of my vengeance, Mother. I will make her regret ever crossing me.”
“Are you a half-wit, or just a moron?” she shrilled, scorching him with the condescension in her voice. “I literally just told you that she cannot be harmed. Were you even listening to me? Get it through your impossibly hard skull, the Navă is even more powerful now that she is consuming the fragments of my priestess’ soul. If you try anything stupid, she’ll blow you to smithereens. Just do as I say!”
Anger pinched Malthus’s face. “I will do it, Mother. I will find the girl and watch the girl. Just know that since you are incapable of sharing your plans with me, I have no choice but to hold you with distrust!”
“Trust?” the voice seemed to sneer. “What is trust? Hope for the weak-willed, that’s what. Just do as you’re told. And find her tonight, because you must make sure no harm comes to the Navă.”
“Who could possibly hurt her?” Malthus shot back. “She is a damned bomb, she utterly destroys things. All the things!”
“Even the Navă isn’t indestructible,” Unul Vechi retorted. “I’d rather not wait another five hundred years to finish the job. Now begone, I have things to do.”
“Wait!” Malthus barked harshly. “Where is the sword? What happened to the Sword of Kizağan?”
Silence was his answer, and he belted out a curse in response.
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