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THE GAIES OF Sul Adair opened with the song of splintering ice, the

groan of frozen hinges.

The Marquis Jean-Frangois, historian of the Blood Chastain, stood at his

Empresst right hand, watching the great portcullis rise like an executionert

blade. Three rnore had opened in sequence before it, clearing the path through
four baileys, encircled by mighty ramparts of black ironstone. Gears rimed

with ice crackled and moaned, razor-sharp winds whipping flurries of grey

snow up the long, cobbled road to the outer walls. \Tatching the tiny figures

approaching from its far end, the Marquis felt his lower lip curl.

Frost clung to his lashes, golden hair whipping about his face in the bitterbleak

gale. His failing curls were an annoyance - hed have commanded his major-

domo, Meline, to bind them back properly had he the time, but hed been

roused before sunset by one of his mothert minions, pounding on his boudoir
door as if all hell had come calling. Jean-Frangois had lifted his head from
his bloody feast bet'ween Melinet thighs and snarled at the interruption, but
with sparse apology, a thrall boy in his Empresst livery had informed the

Marquis his presence was required in the bailey immediately. Jean-Frangois
barely had time to wipe his chin before the bells began to sing, signalling the

approach of guests most honoured. Slipping on some dark silken finery and

an embroidered frockcoat manded with hawk feathers, he'd hurried downstairs,

cursing the lack of decorum in it all.

Not for two more nights were these carrion eaters set to darken their
doorstep, but thankfirlly, their early arrival had not thrown Margott court
into mucb disarray. By the time the visitors reached the outer walls, a small

army of courtiers had assembled upon the grand steps leading to the chiteau,

gathered around their eldest in a wall of crimson silk and black fur and pale

brocade. Empress Margot herself was arrayed as befitting royalty; a stunning

gown of golden velvet and midnight lace, her greyrng hair bound back in
bejewelled braids, her four great black wolves sat in a row before her. Shed

been a slight woman of middle age when she Became, but long centuries had

bestowed Margot Chastain a grandeur that dwarfed all around her. Her fesh
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JAY KRISTOTF

others. The sigil of bears ra-mpant on broken shields adorned their gear - a

belt buckle here, a pommel there. These were escapees from the attack on

Dirn Maergenn, the remnants of a shattered court, the last dregs of a line

once mighty.

Pitiful, Jean-FranEois mused.

The Draigannt gaze returned to Margot.
'Your reputation precedes you, cousin. And I arn aware we are guests in

your home, so I choose my words carefully. But though Margot is Empress

of both wolves and men, me and mine are neither.'We are the blood of mighty

Tolyev. The Blood of D1wok. \7e are lJntamed, Lady Chastain. And we kneel

for none.'

Displeasure rippled through the assembled courtiers, narrowed eyes and

muttered threats. But Margot herself only smiled the gentler.
'Time shall tell.'
She reached out to the closest wolf; a hulking brute named Fealty. The

beast lifted its chin, revelling as the Empresst claws skimmed its fur. Her gaze

never left the Draigann.
'\7e were cleaved to our heart to hear of thy mothert murder. Great fond-

ness was harboured in our breast for Contessa Lilidh.' Margott smile dimmed

slightly. 'Her brother Nikita, less so. Yet still, the destruction of a Priori is no

trifing affair. Our condolences, cousin, on the loss of thine eldest, the fall of
thy capital, the ruin of thy line.'

The Dyvok rankled, but none were foolish enough to rise to Margott bait.
'\7e thank you for your kindness, cousin.' The Draigann clenched his jaw.

'And for opportunity to mete justice upon he who so stained himself with
the blood of Dyvok.'

Margot blinked, black eyes gleaming. 'Justice?'

'In your invitation . . .you made mention you had captured the dog who

slew mighryTolyev at Crimson Glade. \Vho led the assault on Drin Maergenn.

\(ho murdercd a score of my kin, my own dam among them.' The Draigann

glanced around the deathless courtiers, a hint of gravel in his tone as his

golden fangs flashed. 'Do you have the keeping of Gabriel de Le6n? Or have

we trekked to this forsaken hovel for naught?'
'You forget yourself, Dyvok.'

Jean-FranEoist eyes drifted to the speaker, gathered among the kith at

Margot's left hand. A woman, tall and buxom, long blonde hair woven into
a gold-threaded wreath around her brow, the velvet of her gown spilling to
the foor in a crimson flood. She held a tiny ball of pale fuff beneath one

arm - a dog barely worthy of the name.
'-Ihis forsaken bouel is the most impregnable fortress in all Elidaen,' she

declared. 'And this Empres. ,

walking this earth. If not a-_..

respec-'
'Viscontessa.'

Margott gaze had nor le- ,

vampiret lecture in half. Je;r-:
silent as tombs.

'rMe hath the Black Lior.
more at the Draigann. 'Thar:-
Nicolerre. here. Bur nor ru:
invited thee to our home,

The Draigann scowled. b,*
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The Draigann pressed i--i.
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ir not. Slender entertainmen: _
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'I thank you, Lad_r'.' Th. -_-..
bow at that, his courtiers r, _
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JAY KRISTOFF

punishment due. Yet not on the matter of de Le5n do I dissent, but your

estimation of your other guests.'

Margot blinked.'Indeed?'
'Perhaps these storms have grounded your eyes, cousin. But they've not slowed

the Ironhearts. If you expected their coming by weeksend, you underestimated

their resolve to see their maker avenged. \7e caught sight of them on the road

here, and I tell you truly: Kestrel and her coun will be knocking on your door

well before Damesday.'

Margott face remained impassive, and she nodded once, as if news of the

Ironhearts' early arrival held no more heft than a feather. But throwing a

hateful glance to the tempest above, Jean-Frangois knew full well the weight

of this revelation.
'Come ye,' Margot said, gesturing to the ironbound doors of the grand

keep behind. 'Parched ye must be after so long a journey. Enter and be

welcome, children of D1vok. And know no fear. The Blood Chastain shall

see thy thirsts well satisfied.'

The Untamed cohort bowed once more, Margott courtiers parting like

black water, thralls scurrying forth into the falling snows to take charge of
their beasts. But the Dyvok themselves waited politely - not wholly an unruly

mob, these sons and daughters of Lilidh. The Draigann inclined his head,

gesturing to the keep.

'After you, great Lady.'
'So rare to find a gentleman in these sunless days. But ye must forgive us,

Priori. Matters of state demand our brief attentions. Certain are we, thou art

familiar with how heavy the mantle of eldest can weigh. Even 'pon shoulders

as impressive as thine own.'

The Draigann nodded. 'I will await your pleasure within, Lady.'

The Empress smiled, dark as poison. 'Not long.'

Margot glanced to the once-talkative Viscontessa at her left hand.

'Show our honoured guests to the dining hall, Nicolette. \7e shall join thee

presently.'

\7ith a curt nod and a swish of red velvet, Nicolette climbed the snow-clad

stairs, leading the Dyvok through towering doors wrought with warring angels.

Margot's courtiers followed, a procession of venomous whispers and eyes like

knives. Jean-Frangois remained at his Empresst side, eyes roaming the keep's

fagade; the magnificent tree-tall windows of stained glass, the fl.ying buttresses,

the spires piercing the dusk-deep skies.

Though hed dwelled here for a decade, the Marquis was still slighdy awed

at the scale of this place. Viscontessa Nicolette had spoken true: Sul Adair

- Bhch Tower in the tongue of Stdhaem - was the realmt mightiest fortress
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JAY KRISTOFF

'-Ihen use it, Jean-Frangois.'
The shadows warped furtheq a faint screaming rising behind the roar of

the wind as the Empress Chastain took one step closer to her youngest.

'The Iron Maiden and the Spider draw near. The haste of their approach

speaketh volumes to the prick of their desire. But still, we need aduarutage if
we expect them to bend the knee, and de Le6n and his wretched sister hold
it. For what purpose did the Forever King covet Dior Lachance, Jean-Frangois?

\X/lry did Fabidn seek the child alive? And if indeed she was the key to ending

the death of days, how is it the sun still wears its ashen mande, and dawn

yet dons cold midnightt crown?'

Margot fell silent, black gaze pressing on the Marquis until it was all he

could do not to fall to his knees. But as thunder tore the skies, she reached

out, too swift for mortal eyes to follow, hand resting upon his fawless cheek.

'De Le6n still feels a kinship with thee, my pale beauty. His pride in himself

and his hatred for his sibling shall provide the rest. Ue him, Jean-Frangois.

Promise him the earth. Only claim me that which I need. The truths at the

root of the Grailt fall, the failure of the Faithless, the breaking of our Liont
wretched heart.'

The Empress pressed gentle upon the Marquist skin. But a chill trickled
down his spine as he felt her fingers skimming his wounded throat.

'But do it swifily, child.'

Jean-Frangois swallowed, nodding slowly.

fu -y Empress commands.'

Margott hand fell like dead leaves. Thunder in her wake, she ascended the

stairs, her wolves trailing behind, leaving the Marquis in the falling snow

alone.

Jean-Frangois's hand drifted up to his neck.

His eyes to the figure watching above.

And jaw set, dre va-mpire stalked inside.
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