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To Baba, my jelly bug, my little love. The light of my heart and the joy of my life. May you find joy and adventure in the wonder of reading.
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To Handbag, my rock and my needed thump on the head.
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Epigraph
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“Our glorious city stands like a mountain against the howling wind as a raging battle for dominion shakes its base.”

- Carim Kellamir, Squire of the East Tower

––––––––
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“Great power is a beacon. It lures those drawn to it and tempts those that seek it."

- Vriel Darishan, Mage Knight of Khalasia
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Excerpt from Codex
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As written in-world by the ancient scribes of an age long ago... 

Eriythia 

A multiverse of realm worlds, parallel planes, hell dimensions, and pocket realms. Dangerous and treacherous, it is ever changing in its vastness and teeming with vengeful gods, mythical races, warring peoples, and creatures from both fantasy and nightmare...

The Alfar

Powerful, immortal beings born to the elements and cosmic forces, each has innate gifts of power and magical blood. They have pointed fae-like ears, shades of skin which vary by race, and eyes that change color with strong emotion — and power. A vow of vengeance is often held for centuries and meted out with unmatched ferocity... 

The Dhūmidel 

Stalwart warrior clans and monarchies, they descended from the blood of ancient gods, the first immortals to walk the realms, and something unknown. Their kind worships strength and holds fated bonds sacred. When not enraged, they are constantly seeking inner peace and are at war with their darkest inner urges...

The Morrsa 

Fledgling mortal races envious of the power and longevity of the Alfar, many are driven by their fascination with the study of mystical arts, divine energies, and a new form of science. Despite their status as the weakest of the races, they are volatile and dangerous and capable of threatening even the strongest of immortals...

The Fae

Small, mysterious, magical beings that exist parallel to the other races, they travel freely between the realm worlds of Eriythia and are visible only when they wish to be. Although fragile, they maintain the balances of life and magic, and their decline would mean the extinction of all the races...

Kaz’orkkea 

Brutish towering beings, they are warlike in appearance with tusked jaws and faces. Crusading the lands in search of conquest for their tribes, they often act as foot soldiers to powerful dark lords to pillage captured kingdoms. They call themselves “Hir Berkkan,” translated in the Common Tongue as “servants of blood and glory”...

Kanbel

Warped by a hunger for the flesh of their own kind, these beings have flesh-torn faces and wild eyes, wandering ravaged and barren lands or sweeping through far-reaching villages with ravenous hunger. Descended from races that survived the Scorch of the Twin Suns, they were driven mad by the heat, the few emerging afterward existing only to satisfy their basest urges: the need to feed...

Wild Banes 

Manifestations of the natural elements of earth, water, wood, fire and metal with jagged appearances, those not bonded to a powerful mage are fickle and prone to lashing out when provoked. Unpredictable forces, they are relentless in their pursuits and cannot be destroyed...

Engi

Rogue wild spirits of aethra and death, these beings manifest in restless places. Although normally wanderers of the earth, few are bound to powerful gatherings of chaotic-aligned energy. Unlike elementals, they cannot be deterred, wreaking havoc with telekinetic and psionic abilities unless banished by a powerful spiritual warrior...

Lôrvindir 

A cosmic event occurring every 1,000 years, it marks the alignment of the realms when the gates between dimensions unlock to unleash beauty and devastation, stirring a clash of the races where Death might reap his fill. It is known as the Weeping Window or the Convergence. Few immortals live to see it, fewer still sense its coming...
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Chapter 1  - The Chapel 
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Drolki stood in the center of the empty room. His breathing was slow and even, his hands steady. A contrast to his racing thoughts and foul mood. Much had occurred in the weeks that had brought him to this moment. Hours of scheming and plotting, aligning the pieces of his brilliant plan, savoring the details of his genius.

The manor was silent now. Very silent. Someone restless might say it was uncomfortably so, like a deep, unsettling numbness that rang in your ears and crushed you like a rock in the cold darkness on the ocean floor.

It was chilling, absolute.

Yes, indeed. Someone less sensible might worry. But that someone was not him.

Drolki rolled his neck, inhaling.

The smell in the air was quickly changing, drifting up to his nostrils so that iron, sweat, and ale mingled with the rich copper tang of something... else.

Drolki sneered, his lips curling away from his fangs with distaste. 

It had been messy. It wasn’t supposed to be messy. He despised messes that lacked relish and disliked disorder without purpose even more. They were nothing but a hindrance to the lovingly devised schemes that were his pride.

At least, that is what he told himself. Despite the frequent rages that plagued him, though he fought the rage.

Drolki walked towards the broken table on the far side of the room. A dull, wet squelching followed him, his boots sticking to the wooden floor planks as he stopped in front of what remained of the room’s center table.

A bowl of strawberries sat on the table. Undisturbed, they were a vibrant crimson and glistened under the morning sun, beckoning him to reach out to sink anxious teeth into their promised sweetness. Mesmerized, he uncurled and flexed his clenched hands to pluck one up, his fingers slick with a sticky warmth.

It was a small, strange thing, mortal food. And just for a moment, something slipped. A flicker of memory.

There were strawberries then, too.

Sun-warmed. Overripe. Juice running down his wrist. His mother’s laughter was soft and scolding. “The gods are pleased,” she used to say. The taste meant harvest, while the harvest meant life. Just for that one day each year, the world had felt safe.

Drolki blinked. The scent of blood flooded his senses again and he curled his fingers into a fist. A distant memory, a different life. That boy was gone. That village, ash.

Drolki dropped the strawberry back into the bowl as if scalded, his lips drawing back over his fangs in a grimace. He was not the same man anymore; he was not a man at all. Much had changed since then. He had changed. 

The fever came the next spring. The same week the strawberries ripened. And mother... He could no longer remember her voice. Only the way that she bled. The fever took her first, slowly. Then the baker, then the priest. By the end, the village didn’t smell of bread or fruit. Only of rot and despair.

That was when she had come. The Shrouded Lady. 

Grave Seeker. Soul Stealer.

An ancient vampire, she walked among the dead and the dying, offering eternal life in exchange for eternal fealty to an army that never rested, and waged wars that never ceased. Powerful, cruel, vigilant, she was one of the Vile Mother’s greatest lieutenants. 

Drolki shook his head of the memory, eyeing the bowl of strawberries on the table once more with disdain. 

It was a shame. They were almost tempting, despite the crimson blood that stained the table wood, dripping onto the floor where the body lay sprawled and lifeless.

Drolki looked down at the body —his body—Kafe.

Kafe’s ruined shirt was torn open and soaked through where angry red slashes ripped the fabric, one arm bent at an unnatural angle, his face twisted and his mouth slightly open, frozen in his final cry.

Kafe didn’t see it coming. That part went just as he had planned. The shock in Kafe’s eyes had been pure, an untainted moment of ignorance borne from arrogance before the horrified realization. Then the fear.

All perfection.

Drolki crouched down, slow and deliberate, tearing off an unsullied piece of cloth from Kafe's tunic. Warm blood still dripped from his clawed fingers. That wouldn't do. He wiped the blood from his fingers, thoughtful. 

Once, on those first nights long ago, his hands would tremble and his breath would run ragged. His body would shake — not from cold, not from horror — but from a ravenous hunger for flesh to tear.  

The first thing to go had been his appetite, then his patience. Next was the guilt. It was said the third would be memory, but he still had his own. His eyes—once a warm brown—were now glowing crimson, burning with the thirst that roared within him since his first awakening as a new vampire. 

The pain had stopped because of her. His sire. 

But the hunger never did. Now all he smelled was iron, and all he wanted was blood.

Perhaps it would be simple to sit at a table in the city’s tavern, to taste every texture, every unlucky animal snared for the evening. But no amount of eating the food of the earth would do. They would pass through him like smoke, shiftless and empty. 

Only blood stays. Only blood nourishes. 

Drolki stood, throwing the wetted cloth down atop Kafe's body. But even that no longer satisfies.

Becoming this—immortal, cold, starving—only taught one truth. Hunger does not fade when fed. It deepens, seeping into one's bones like a freezing blanket. The hunger for blood becomes a hunger for control. And now, hunger for power.

Drolki smiled, baring his fangs. It can be controlled... focus...dull the rage.

If he flew into the frenzy most of his kind suffered, nothing would stop the nightmare that would be his fate if he failed. He stood, turning towards the exit. 

He stepped over a young man, face frozen in terror, hand outstretched toward an overturned lantern. The flame within it still flickered weakly. Bodies lay twisted and sprawled along the floor of the great hall: men, women, some still clutching tools or weapons. Their eyes are open, glassy, their throats torn. The body of a woman—older, graying, bloodless—lay crumpled by the main door. She held crushed primroses still clutched in her hand. 

He stared at the flowers for a moment. Perhaps she and the other women planted them by the well for good fortune and luck. Just as his mother had. As if the gods would pity mere mortals with their brittle bones and frail bodies that broke with the lightest touch and perished in the blink of an eye. 

Not two nights ago, the villagers had come to him with pitchforks and all of their coins. The wolves had come again, they had said. They believed him to be a noble warrior that might free them of the nuisance. He didn’t even remember who screamed first. Only that their blood had called to him, warm and waiting. 

He had still taken the coin.

His dark coat, rim heavy with dried blood, lapped behind him as he strode out into the night, his boots crunching softly over fallen twigs. Fog curled low over the earth, licking at the edges of the path into the woods like a living thing. Trees arched overhead like twisted sentinels, several of their branches bare despite the season, clawing at the stars.

Drolki stopped, leaning beneath a crooked willow where a ruined chapel stood. The chapel was little more than a ribcage of stone, cracked and forgotten. The once-sacred space is now hollow, an echo of prayers long since abandoned. Above, the moon is a perfect witness—silent, silver, and watchful. It hangs low above the chapel roof. Dust drifts in the silence, the air reeking of mold. 

He tilted his head slightly, closing his eyes to listen for the approaching footsteps of his plan falling into place. The time drew near. After a quarter hour, they arrived. Cloaked and bloodied, they gathered beneath the shattered ribs of this place. 

Drolki clenched his teeth, doing his best to keep his face from curling into a sneer. For weeks he had let them speak, let them dream. He had done what he must to get this far, undetected, without a trace leading back to him outside of his own memories, locked within his living blood.

They believed him to be one of them, someone who hated the Vile Mother, who craved her downfall and would fight at their side to return the throne to the people.

He fought the urge to laugh. 

Fools. They did not understand. They never stopped to ask why he hated her. They thought he wanted justice, freedom. How quaint.

The Vile Mother would fall by his hand. But when the dust settled on that glorious day, the throne would not be empty. 

It would be his.

Xidkaan, the leader, spoke first. His tanned skin was rough and scarred, the markings of his clan tracing along his arms and neck. Sharp, golden eyes glimmered with intelligence and resolve. Standing still, his bearing spoke of command and predatory grace, every gesture measured and poised for a lethal strike. 

“You have all come here at great risk to yourself. For that I thank you,” he said, bowing his head. “But I must ask you this one last thing, to ensure every drop of blood from our fallen brothers and sisters is avenged. To do that, we must stop the Vile Mother herself.” He swallowed. “What I ask of you means death, and I must know that you are with me to the end.”

Barakus, second in command, stepped forward. It was said that he was Xidkaan’s fiercest warrior, and that the two were bonded like father and son. A fortuitous weakness to exploit should things go astray. 

“We will stand with you, Xidkaan. No matter the end,” Barakus said.

Xidkaan nodded, and went on.

“We all know what is at stake and what is required. We can wait no longer. We must leave tonight. Drolki, with your help, we’ll—”

“No,” Drolki interrupted him, softly. The word was gentle, but final. A glint in the surrounding trees caught his eye, his hands beginning to itch with eagerness. His men were in position. Awaiting his signal to strike.

Xidkaan blinked, confused. Behind him, the others shifted with uncertainty. 

"Drolki?..." Xidkaan said.

Drolki brushed his fingers over the ruby ring on his hand, giving the signal. Poison-tipped darts flew through the air, dozens of flecks sticking out of each man as bewildered grunts sounded and swords were drawn. Steel glinted and fangs dripped in the dark as his waiting soldiers descended from the trees. 

Swift and brutal, cries erupt as steel clashes. Blood spatters across the cracked stone, thick and hot. Excitement made his heart thump in his chest, but he held himself still. Patience.

Xidkaan spun towards him, stunned confusion quickly turning to fury.

“Why would you do this, Drolki? You said you had turned away from that path, away from her. You would betray us, your brothers and sisters?”

“I did say that,” Drolki replied. He stepped through the carnage with practiced calm. “And you believed me. That’s the problem with your kind. You confuse shared hatred with shared purpose.”

Xidkaan lunged with a bellow of rage. Brave. Stupid.

Drolki dodged, catching him mid-strike and slamming him to the broken floor, driving his spine into the stone.

“You wanted to kill the Vile Mother, our Queen. So did I. But not for your pathetic freedom. For power. It was always for power,” he laughed, “And power, my friend, is never shared.”
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Chapter 2 - Heart's Wish
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Carim toed the small stones on the stream with a wary eye. The waters gurgled along at his feet, undisturbed by the thoughts that tangled his mind. 

A chill blew over the water, the last breath of the silent night before the break of dawn. He drew his cloak over his leather-clad shoulders against the cold, grinding his teeth against the irritation that simmered below his skin yet could not warm him. Once, this place had been his refuge. Now it only reminded him of what lay beyond his reach.

“Zakkra, boy. I can’t sleep with you grinding your teeth like boulders.”

Carim tucked his head sheepishly under his mentor’s hard stare.

“Forgive me, Vriel. It was not my wish to disturb you.”

Vriel grunted as he stood, walking to stand before him. He was a slender man with drawn skin and tired bones. “Well, if you aren’t going to sleep, it's best to get moving.”

Carim grunted, sinking to his knees. He reached forward to begin folding his bedroll, tying it to his pack. He saw Vriel move in his peripheral vision, his mouth gaping in an exaggerated yawn as he stretched his limbs with a long exhale.

The older man crossed to their pack horse, giving it a gentle pat before hoisting their gear up onto the animal’s back. With measured pulls, he tightened straps and buckles with practiced ease. 

"Let’s resume your lessons then," Vriel said, voice rough. He glanced over his shoulder, his brow raised. "No need to lengthen our respite if you refuse to sleep."

Carim flushed. “Sounds fair.”

Vriel chuckled.

“Now then, where were we – Ah yes! We were discussing the Morrsa, our neighbors. Tell me what you recall of our last lesson.” 

Carim nodded, concentrating on stuffing his things into his pack. The Morrsa were one of the races of their realm world, Endorias. While many of the races were immortal or long-lived, the Morrsa were mortal, living short violent lives. 

It always confounded him how easily they died. Whether from sickness or injury, they perished with a finality that was entirely foreign to him.

“They are fledgling mortal races, both envious and covetous of the power and longevity of our kind, the Alfar,” Carim recited.

“What of their history?” Vriel coaxed.

Carim sighed.

“The Morrsa have been divided across five groups where there were once four. They are scattered and often leaderless.” Carim paused, popping two berries into his mouth. “Rumors say it was punishment by the gods for some crime. Well enough?” 

“Not bad,” Vriel turned, beginning to lead the horse along the stream. “But I fear you missed the importance of our last lesson once again.”

“What? How?” Carim swallowed, hurrying to keep pace. If he knew anything about Vriel, that lesson would be beaten into his head with a series of grueling lessons and endless badgering soon enough.

“Why our kind are taught to fear them,” Vriel said.

“I don’t remember seeing that in my studies,” Carim frowned. He stepped over a thick root and rubbed his chin in thought. “But if that is what you say...” 

Vriel shrugged, his pace brisk and swift. “You wouldn’t.” Carim hastened to match the older man’s wide stride. “History does not fit into a single, clean story. You’d do well to remember that.”

Carim stopped, blinking. 

Movement above the treeline drew his eye. It was a winged shape, massive and silent against the sky. Even at this distance, it could not be a hawk or other bird. He squinted, his lips parting to speak as he pointed.  

“Up there–do you see–?” But in the time it took him to form the words, the shape vanished, dipping back down into the trees below.

“See what?” Vriel asked. He shielded his eyes, squinting up into the light.

Carim hesitated, then quickly shook his head. Had he imagined what his eyes had seen?

“Nothing. Thought I saw something,” he murmured.

Vriel gave him a stern, sideways look, then continued walking. 

“Your eyesight troubles me. Keep up.” Vriel veered to the side, leading the pack horse forward onto the narrow trail back into the woods. 

The woods stirred gently to life, birdsong awakening the surrounding stillness. The morning mist had begun to thin as the sun rose in the sky. Their cloaks brushed against the green brush as they walked, their boots snapping twigs and leaves on the forest floor. 

Carim trudged on, his pack jostling with each step as they weaved their way downhill through the narrow, twisting trail. 

A thought nagged at the back of his mind.

Carim cleared his throat, curious. “Why would our kind ever fear the Morrsa? I don’t understand.”

“Never underestimate the danger of the Morrsa, lad. They may be the weakest of the races, but they can destroy even the strongest of immortals,” Vriel said, his voice lowered. “Remember the Driyan. Those who do not honor their past, doom their future.”

Carim nodded, but his thoughts wandered. He heard Vriel’s voice continue to drone on. 

The Driyan Empire. A dark time in immortal history indeed. 

Mad with power and thirst for domination, many of the Alfar races had been hunted down or enslaved by the dark magic of the Driyan lords. All those who had refused Driyan rule faced a terrible fate, worse than death. 

Many among the Alfar races believed that the deity of the Driyan leaders was truly a false God. Others feared that the dark deity was actually an ancient demon from another realm world, bent on manipulating the fate of Endorias by granting Driyan mortals absolute control over the realm’s Alfar protectors.

“Are you listening, boy?” Vriel demanded.

Carim shook his head, startled to find Vriel directly in front of him.

“Yes, yes I am.”

“Shteko!” he barked, rapping his knuckles up the side of his head. Carim yelped in pain. “You haven’t heard a word I have said in the past two days.”

“I’m–I’m sorry, Vriel.”

The older man glared at him before giving him a dismissive wave of his hand.

“I hardly blame you,” he sighed. “I spoke with your father yesterday. Have you spoken to him?”

“Yes,” Carim murmured. His father had arranged a match for him with a young woman, Gialha, the daughter of a well-off merchant who had known his father for many years. Your marriage proposal has been decided –he had said. No discussion. No choice.

He clenched his fists as Vriel studied him closely.

“It is likely that our time together will come to an end,” Vriel said. He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “She is a pretty little thing. I am sure that she is a lovely girl.”

“I don’t want to marry her,” Carim whispered.

“Oh?” Vriel said casually. “In all our time together, you have yet to tell me the reason you wanted to do this so badly. We’ve been studying and training for weeks.”

Vriel raised his eyebrows, waiting. When Carim did not answer, he crossed his arms and cleared his throat.

“You don’t want to be a soldier in the city. You don’t want to settle down with a merchant’s daughter to have fat babies.” Vriel raised his brows, shrugging. “From what I can tell, you are a young man who has yet to become wise in the ways of women, but unlike your friend, Fallon, you have yet to bed one.”

Carim felt his face heat as he looked away. He did not answer immediately.

Fallon was his best friend. Orphaned as a child, he had spent much of his life with Carim’s family. He was like a brother to him, as Carim had no siblings. They had been on many adventures together, seeking out new mischief whenever his own parents traveled away from the city, leaving him behind with his aunt.

He doubted that he meant much to them. Or at least as much to them as their own standing.

“My father wants me to become a soldier so that my coin can pay off our debt. If I refuse, I must marry Gialha so that her family’s wealth can do the same.” Carim kicked a rock bitterly. “They hope to steal my very life from me. I cannot accept this must be so.”

“What is it that you want, then?” Vriel asked. “What other avenue do you have?”

“I have been studying... to pass the Shiūrnan exams for Saela Din. To join the Council.”

“Ah.” Vriel raised his brows in surprise. “That is a lofty aspiration...”

Carim spoke quickly. “Entrants without magic have passed it before. I will as well.”

Anyone was free to be an applicant. Each applicant was required to pass a grueling entrance exam, taking place in secret locations anywhere across the realms. The exams were rumored to test one’s mental, physical, and emotional strengths. While everyone who passed the exams were not guaranteed to become a Council knight, many could freely join the Guild.

Vriel paused. He took a deep breath before he spoke. “If you are so certain of this path, why does a dark cloud follow you even now?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Say you do pass the Shiūrnan or get a sponsor. You may go to any school. But do you wish to be a knight?”

“No. I will remain a scholar.”

“You? Dreaming of dusty lecture halls and old libraries? Gods, boy, I thought you wanted a banner of glory over your head, so that you might have the means to do as you pleased.”

Carim smiled faintly, dropping his gaze. “That is what everyone expects, including my father. But... I want to study history, civilizations long past, ancient magic, relics... not just fight to claim them. I want to travel the realms to discover new lands, catalog new things.” He swallowed. “But I fear now that may never come true.”

Vriel stopped, facing him. “I have seen you toil, seen you sweat. Do not doubt yourself.”

Carim shook his head. “A few weeks ago, something happened.”

“What kind of thing?” Vriel looked at him.

“I found a... relic. It hummed, like it was breathing. I touched it before I realized what it was.” Vriel walked over, listening intently. “I have been having strange dreams since then. The same dream. Not every night but...”

“Enough to worry you,” Vriel finished. “You touched something claimed, or cursed. That does not mean it owns you but you must resist its pull.” He exhaled, frowning. “I question your sense, boy, for playing with things you don’t understand. Tell me more. What was this relic? Do you still have it?” 

Carim hesitated, bending forward to pick up his pack. He reached in and pulled out the hefty Codex tome. He turned back to his longtime friend with a heavy sigh.

Vriel lept back, his eyes wide, “By the vyking Gods, boy. Do you know what that is?” 

“I do,” Carim said.

“A Codex. In my wildest dreams, I never thought I might see one. Have you opened its pages, touched them?” Vriel asked carefully, as if holding his breath.

“I–I–I have.” Carim swallowed, awaiting the next outburst.

Vriel blinked his eyes and exhaled warily. He reached forward to take the book from him, then snatched his hand back. He instead gave Carim a hard stare.

“Then you know that by this–” Vriel gestured to the book “–your entrance is secured...but to Tau’yareth. Not Saela Din.” He gave a pointed arch of his brow. “You will be a Watcher of the Spire.”

Carim grunted in disdain. Those who went to the Spire became cloistered and recluse. In his lifetime, he had heard of fewer than a dozen people who had ever gone there and ventured back out. 

No. That would not be his fate. If he did well on the Shiūrnan, he could even get a private sponsor. 

“I have been invited for the first exam in Guthram,” Carim reached inside of his pocket to retrieve a wrinkled letter. “A coach is leaving in four days, from the town over. It is only—”  

“Two days from here. Yes, I am aware,” Vriel said dryly. “Spirits take you, boy, do you hope to die a pointless death? To prove what? The Shiūrnan are no game.”

Carim lifted his chin, “That changes nothing.”

“A Codex has presented itself to you, Carim.” Vriel shook his head. “I sense its magic. Ancient, powerful. You have been chosen. No matter what path you take, or what winding road you tread, that will not change.” He sighed, raking his fingers through his hair. “You can fight it for as long as you can. But when you can’t anymore, when the magic draws you to your destiny... You will become who you are meant to be.”

“Maybe. But I must follow my own path. I must try,” Carim said.

“We don’t always get to choose our road, my boy,” Vriel looked at him with sympathy. He folded his hands in front of him. “This is why you have come up here with me. To say farewell?”

Carim nodded. He had carried what belongings he had. This would be his only chance.

Vriel finally chuckled. “You know your own mind, Carim. Watcher of the Spire.”

Carim stiffened. He opened his mouth to protest the title. 

Vriel’s laughter vanished. He held up his hand, silencing him. Carim frowned. He looked side to side, unsure of what had spooked his longtime friend. Then, a sound. From the woodland path ahead, beyond the tall reeds downstream.

"Hide," Vriel said flatly, his eyes narrowing. "Now. Quickly."

Carim's instincts obeyed. He followed Vriel away from the horse, dodging trees until they were crouched low behind a cluster of boulders.

Voices approached—one deep and smooth, foreign in tone. The other... familiar.

Carim peered through the brush and leaves, trying to get a look. Two figures came into view where the path curved to the edge of the stream.

The first was unmistakably a vampire—pale skin like polished moonstone, clad in a long dark coat with gold clasps, his eyes glowing faintly crimson. He walked with an unnatural grace, his fangs elongated past his drawn lips in a fierce snarl.

It was a laughable notion, the mortal belief that daywalker vampires slept in coffins and could not venture out in the sun. Likely one meant to comfort peasant women and children unable to confront their own fears of powerlessness against the more predatory immortal races.

The second was a tall man – his bronzed skin remained covered by a fine, crested cloak, his dark eyes darting as if he sensed their eyes. He was lean, wearing the colors of the kingdom, but his eyes were cold, making Carim’s blood freeze.

The vampire spoke, his speech clipped, aristocratic. “What word do we have from the city?”

"Everything is in place," the man said. "If your men deliver as instructed, it will be done."

The vampire smiled, touching his tongue to the tip of a fang. A droplet formed, and he licked it with a shudder. "Good. The blood of kingdoms bled from blades within, tastes the sweetest."

Carim pressed against the boulder, heart thundering. The vampire’s words hung in the air, curling in his ears. His hands trembled on the stone, the chill of the morning air forgotten. 

Enemy vampire invaders. Turan conspirators. 

Another voice joined. The clang of armored footsteps followed the messenger’s urgent jog and heavy boots as they approached. 

"My lords," the soldier said. "Our men are in position. By noon, the camp will be taken. It will appear like brigands or bandits."

Carim dared a look, holding his breath. Bile rose in his throat. They knew about the camp. About us.

The vampire’s smile widened. "Efficient, and perfect."

The nobleman nodded. "Well done."

Carim started—a firm hand on his shoulder jolting him back from his thoughts. 

Vriel knelt behind him, his voice barely a whisper. "Do not move."

Carim nodded, jaw clenched so tight it ached and he expected his teeth to shatter. The nobleman spoke a few words more, then turned back toward the forest path. Boots quiet on the soft dirt, the soldier followed in silence like a grim shadow. The vampire turned, vanishing like mist. 

Vriel crouched, motioning for Carim to follow. Slowly, carefully, they crept away. Avoiding dry branches and loose stones with care, they moved quickly through the underbrush, out of earshot of any enemies still in the woods.

Vriel spoke, his voice low, sharp. “Carim, we must reach the city immediately.”

"But they mean to kill everyone at the camp..." Carim whispered, voice breaking. "We must go there, we must warn them!"

"I know. At midday no less, they will not see it coming...." Vriel bowed his head. "We must reach camp only to take some horses. If we can, we will warn them – it is crucial that we get horses, that we ride. Do you understand? There is no time."

"But Captain Edun—Sir Jessop—"

"We save only those we can, Carim. That starts with you." Vriel gave him a grim stare. "Now, run!"
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Chapter 3 - Bridge
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The trees rushed by as they sprinted. The underbrush crumbled beneath their boots, the soil shifting. They braced themselves against the steepness of the hill as they bolted towards the encampment in the valley below. 

Branches snapped across their faces and clawed at their clothes, undergrowth tearing at them like traitorous, reaching fingers. As if they knew – like they were a part of it, trying to stop them. 

The forest no longer felt like a peaceful place, the trees closing in on them as if trying to swallow them whole. It felt like a trap, deliberate, alive, complicit in the effort to drag them down in silence. 

Vriel breathed hard but measured, his younger years of war keeping pace while Carim struggled to keep up. He stumbled, tripping on his feet as his legs burned, his lungs on fire as he rasped like a sickly beggar. But fear gave him wings. 

He kept his eyes on Vriel ahead. He didn’t speak as they moved, but his posture said everything. They each whispered a silent prayer that they hadn’t come too late. 

The trees began to clear ahead, torch lights burning in the distance. They burst through the treeline as they cleared the last rise, branches whipping behind them, their boots sliding to a halt.

Below them, chaos reigned where the camp had been.

Furious shouts and unmistakable squeals rang out before they were silenced with a wet crunch. Tents had collapsed, trampled or cut down, going up in flames. Horses screamed in the distance or lay silent, shot down by arrows. 

Shadows darted between the tents, men falling and screaming as they were cut down by assassin blades. Beasts howled, the likes of which Carim couldn’t name, devouring flesh and bone. 

Carim felt his stomach turn. The smell drifted up to his nose. Not the clean burn of a campfire. But smoke. Fat, black, choking. And something else. Charred, burning fresh.

“No...” Carim whispered. He froze, falling to his knees. They had come too late.

A patrol of armored men moved through the ruined camp. They stabbed their swords into the tents, pulling out wounded men to drag them aside and execute them. 

It was the same camp, the same people. But now, it was wrong. From what remained of the eastern side of the camp, there were no survivors. 

Carim dropped to his knees. Vriel crouched beside him, staring coldly at the savage violence below. He gasped, his chest tightening. Their allies and friends. All dead.

Carim tried to get to his feet but Vriel pulled him back down, hard. He held him down with an iron grip. His fingers dug into his shoulder in warning.

“Let me GO!” Carim hissed.

Vriel clutched his jaw firmly, jerking his eyes around to meet his fierce stare.

“Quiet!” Vriel growled, his voice harsh. “If they see us, we die.”

“What are you doing? We can’t just–”

“You will do exactly as I say, boy.” Vriel snapped. His eyes flashed in anger. “Lest I take my blade and kill you myself to save our enemies the trouble.”

“We could have stopped this. We could have helped,” Carim whispered. “If we’d run faster, if we hadn’t waited—”

“Think, boy! Don’t you see what this is? This wasn’t a battle, it was a purge.”

Carim frowned, “What does that mean?”

“The city barracks holds what soldiers are needed to man the defenses. But this camp was an outpost, holding additional reserves for the army.”

“That–that means if the city is under attack...”

“Yes. If the city calls, reinforcements will not be coming.” Vriel said, his face lit by distant flames. “This was strategic. Not the strike of a mindless rabble.”

Carim nodded slowly, “And–and if we die here, no one will learn of what happened.” 

Vriel placed a hand on Carim’s shoulder. “But we are alive, and we are the only ones that carry the truth.” He turned his face back to the camp. “That makes us dangerous.”

They raced along the ridge, sticking to the shadows where the horses were tied under the pines. Vriel stroked two of their large heads, murmuring something strange beneath his breath. He waved to Carim and they mounted, guiding their mounts away from the camp before peeling off at speed.

Carim felt his heart thundering in his chest, as loud as the pounding hooves beneath him. His chest burned from white-hot rage. It twisted inside him, bitter and sharp, scalding him. Their enemy had hit them close. 
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