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The streets of London shone brightly
from the full moon overhead. Its beauty completely unmarred except
for well trodden paths and the ruts left in the road from steam
powered carriages. I rested my hand against the cold faceted glass
separating me from the rest of the world and smiled. I loved
winters in the British Empire, and London had long been my
favorite. Two hundred years I have spent here, hunting, living, and
hiding. I planned on spending many more.

"Lady Dorn?" Gerard, my manservant,
made my name a question. The sun had set not long ago and he knew I
didn't like to be disturbed until I had dressed and exited my
chambers. Whatever he wanted, it must be important.

"What is it, Gerard?" I tossed my
question over my shoulder not taking my gaze from the streets
below.

"You have a call on the looking glass,
my lady." He bowed, begging forgiveness for interrupting
me.

"Tell them I shall call them back,
Gerard. Get out."

"My lady, 'tis the emperor," he said by
way of explanation.

I sighed in exasperation. Vampires
ruled the world, but whoever had made a child vampire and how he
had become emperor of the British Empire lie beyond my
comprehensible thought. He should have been destroyed centuries
ago. Having the mind of an immortal trapped in the body of a child
had driven him quite insane.

"Tell the child I will be with him in a
moment. Tell him I need to make myself presentable for his
magnificence. That ought to quell his impatience."

Gerard bowed again and left through the
parquet wooden doors separating my chambers from the rest of the
rooms of my airship. I gazed longingly toward the London streets
far below and spun, heading to my wardrobe. I quickly stripped my
wispy nightshift and donned my thick velvet and silk gown.
Normally, I would have worn a basque or corset under my gown, but I
hoped my impropriety would keep the emperor on edge. It gave me a
distinct advantage. Nor did I bother with shoes. I didn't have the
time nor would the emperor be able to see my feet through the
looking glass. I wanted him on edge, not pushed over the
precipice.

My quarters had hardwood floors laid
over the metal decking of my personal dirigible home. The hallways
connecting the various rooms however, did not. My feet made soft
padding noises on the cold floor leading to the communications
room. I opened the metal door to see Gerard kowtowing before the
circular screen of the looking glass.

"Where is she, worm? You said she would
be right here and yet I wait. Find her!" My visage darkened at the
voice coming through the copper horn affixed to the side of the
unit. Gerard looked up and saw me standing off to the side and I
saw relief pass through his eyes. My recognition surprised me.
Humans were so hard to read sometimes.

"I am here, my emperor," I said, and
stepped in front of the portal allowing Gerard the opportunity to
make himself scarce. "I apologize, I had not yet dressed for the
day and I doubted my emperor would want me standing before him in
naught but my nightgown."

I looked up from my brief bow at the
miniscule vampire sitting on his throne before his own looking
glass. His image faltered every second or so as the steam turbines
in the bowels of my airship struggled to supply enough current to
power the miraculous contraption. I gazed at it lovingly. Very few
non-monarchy humans (the few who remained) and vampires could
afford the technological wonder. I resisted running my hand over
the copper coils, the vacuum tubes, and the antennas vaguely
sparking with energy and focused on the emperor instead.

"It took you long enough, Lady Dorn. I
need you at the palace at once! It's happening again."

I didn't need to ask what he meant by
"It." The room faded away and I stood in the very chambers of the
emperor again, my mind reliving the horrors of a century ago. I
started to shake as I held the dying, undead body of my love. I
relived the horror of ripping the brass clockwork spider-like
contraption from his dead chest. I relived the sound of it smashing
against the wall after I threw it with all my might.

The clockwork spiders had been the
brainchild of an evil scientist. Their sole purpose was to steal
the very magic that animated vampires. Twin needles pierced the
heart of the vampire, draining them of their essence, and
collecting it in a glass vial in the underbelly of the mechanical
beasts. The one I ripped from my beloved Winston's chest had been
meant for the emperor. Winston had saved him.

I cursed Winston for dying, and the
emperor for living.

* * *

Gerard ordered the captain
to dock the dirigible at the tower nearest the palace while I
dressed for a formal interview with the emperor. I decided against
petticoats and bodices and donned straight imperial guard regalia,
leather pants, leather jacket, white linen shirt, and of course my
armor. I hadn't been on formal duties in decades, but since
vampires never changed, the uniform fit like a second skin. Even my
brass armor with all its intricacies and mechanical wonders added
little to its bulk. As soon as my hair had been fashioned in a
tight weave around my head,
I felt the airship settle into the Port Buckingham
Tower's mechanical dock. I heard the cast iron grapplers lock us
into place and I walked through the cool corridors to the hatch of
the airship.

Imperial guards in the same leather and
armor stood in formation on the gantry awaiting my arrival. I
sniffed the air and even in the hearty breeze I could smell
vampire, werewolf, and human. I guess the emperor had swollen his
ranks of guards. I bet myself quietly the few humans in the group
had control of the elements or used magic of some sort. Apparently
the emperor didn't want to take any chances with his safety. When I
had been an active guard, only vampires had been allowed to join. I
scoffed and strode through the exit.

They parted formation and fell into
step behind me as I strode to the lift. We stood fifty stories over
the streets of London and the steam driven winch lowering us from
the tower would take a while. Luckily, it could hold all of us. I
had been this way numerous times over the centuries. Most of them
in formation like the guards surrounding me. The lift made a
screeching noise as the cables above began lowering us to the
ground.

I looked to my right to the guard with
the captain's bars on his shoulder armor. His pale flesh gave truth
to his vampiric origins. At least some things never change. The
head of the guard was a vampire and I took a little comfort in the
fact. It seemed strange. I hadn't been a guard in a very long time,
but the thought of a werewolf or human heading the guard bothered
me. He caught me staring and gave me a disgusted look.

"Do you have a problem,
captain?"

"No, Lady Dorn. I am just a little
shocked at your choice of wardrobe for the evening."

I had him pressed up against the wall
with a silver blade against his throat before he, or any of the
other guards, had seen me move. "My choice of wardrobe is no
concern of yours, do we have an understanding?"

He managed to croak out a, "Yes, my
lady," as the rest of the guard looked at each other confusedly. It
seemed like they didn't know if they should attack or applaud. I
gave them a little wink as I slid my knife into its sheath built
into the bracer at my wrist, shoving the captain away from
me.
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