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Chapter 1 The Door


[image: ]




The bloodline ward needed refreshing again.

Vespirina watched her mother trace the familiar symbol on the doorframe—a circle bisected by a vertical line, with three horizontal marks crossing it—while murmuring words in a language that sounded like stones grinding together. The evening light slanted through the oiled paper windows, painting everything the colour of old honey. Outside, Solina village was settling into its evening rhythms: the distant bleating of goats being led to their pens, the clatter of wooden shutters being drawn closed, the smell of woodsmoke curling up from a dozen chimneys.

"Why do you do that every day?" Vespirina asked, though she'd asked the same question a hundred times before.

Her mother, Elara, dipped her fingers into the small clay pot of herbs and ash that never seemed to empty no matter how often she used it. The mixture left a faint silvery residue on the wood, visible only when the light struck it just so.

"Because protection isn't something you do once and forget," Elara said. Her voice held the patient weariness of a woman who had answered this question many times before. "It's something you tend, like a garden. Like a fire. Let it go cold, and—"

"And bad things come," Vespirina finished. "I know."

"Do you?" Her mother's grey eyes—the same pale grey Vespirina saw in her own reflection—held something harder than the usual maternal warmth. "Do you truly understand, Rina? One invitation opens every door. You don't just let in the beggar at the gate—you let in his maker, and his maker's maker, and every creature spawned from that bloodline."

Vespirina didn't fully understand, but she'd learned that admitting ignorance only led to longer lectures. She nodded instead, watching the symbol slowly dry to invisibility on the worn oak frame. Their doorframe had been carved with that symbol so many times over so many generations that the wood had a permanent groove, a channel that guided her mother's fingers along the same path her grandmother had traced, and her grandmother before that.

"Rina!" A small voice piped from the back of the house. "Rina, come play!"

Tam. Her seven-year-old brother had the attention span of a mayfly and the energy of a river in flood. He'd been playing with carved wooden soldiers for the past hour, but apparently even imaginary battles grew tiresome.

"Go," her mother said, a smile softening the lines around her eyes. "But stay inside. And Rina—"

"I know. Don't open the door to anyone."

"Not anyone. Not even if they seem hurt. Not even if they're crying. Not even if they claim to be someone you know." Her mother's hand caught her wrist, her grip surprisingly strong. "Promise me."

"I promise, Mother."

The grip loosened. Elara's smile returned, though it didn't quite reach her eyes. "Good girl. I need to check on the drying herbs in the shed before full dark. Your father should be home from the forest soon. Don't let Tam convince you to open the shutters—he'll tell you he wants to count stars."

Vespirina laughed. That was exactly what Tam would say. "I won't."

* * *
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The house was old—older than the village, some said, though Vespirina didn't understand how that could be possible. Her father claimed that when his grandfather's grandfather had first settled this valley in eastern Karveth, the foundation stones of their home were already here, waiting to be built upon. The floor was packed earth worn smooth by generations of feet, and sometimes, when Vespirina lay very still at night, she thought she could feel a faint warmth rising from somewhere deep below.

The main room served as kitchen, dining hall, and gathering space all at once. A fire crackled in the stone hearth, and iron pots hung from hooks above it, their bottoms blackened by years of use. The walls were hung with dried herbs—her mother's work—and old hunting bows that hadn't been used since her grandfather's time. The house smelled of woodsmoke and rosemary and something fainter, older, that Vespirina had never been able to name.

Tam had built a fortress out of his carved soldiers and was in the process of conducting a siege.

"The enemy has breached the outer wall!" he announced as Vespirina approached. His ash-blonde hair—their father's colouring, nothing like the jet black that Vespirina had inherited from their mother—flopped into his eyes. "But General Tam has a secret weapon!"

"What's the secret weapon?"

"You." He thrust a wooden soldier into her hands. "You're the giant who's going to crush the invaders."

"I thought I was a dragon last time."

"Dragons are for Tuesdays. This is Wednesday. Wednesdays are giants."

Vespirina couldn't argue with that logic, so she dutifully stomped around the fortress making what she hoped were convincing giant noises while Tam directed the battle with the grave authority of a seven-year-old field marshal.

Outside, the light faded. The fire painted dancing shadows on the walls. Somewhere in the village, a dog began to bark—sharp, urgent sounds that went on and on before abruptly cutting off. Neither of them gave it a thought.

"The invaders are retreating!" Tam crowed. "Victory for General Tam!"

"Shouldn't Father be home by now?" Vespirina glanced toward the shuttered window. The light filtering through the cracks had shifted from honey to a murkier brown. Her father was a woodcutter, working the ancient oak forests that surrounded the valley, and he was never late. He said the forests changed at dusk, became places he didn't recognize, and he made a point to be clear of the tree line before the sun touched the western ridge.

"He's probably talking to Old Markus again," Tam said, already building a new fortress from the ruins of the old. "They always talk and talk and talk."

"Maybe." But something felt wrong. The house felt too quiet, despite the crackle of the fire. The dog had stopped barking. In fact, Vespirina realized, she couldn't hear anything from outside—no livestock, no distant voices, no evening bells from the small chapel at the village center. Just silence, as complete as a held breath.

And then: a knock at the door.

* * *
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The sound was wrong.

Vespirina couldn't have said why she thought that. It was just a knock—three sharp raps against the oak—but something in the rhythm made her stomach clench. She thought of her mother's words: Not even if they seem hurt. Not even if they're crying.

"Who's there?" she called, not moving from Tam's side.

"Please." A man's voice, rough with pain. "Please, I need help. I'm sick—I think I'm dying."

Tam had gone very still. His soldiers lay forgotten on the floor. "Rina?"

"Stay here." She rose slowly, her heart hammering against her ribs. The fire seemed dimmer now, its warmth not reaching as far as it should. "Who are you?"

"A traveler. I was—" The voice dissolved into a wet, hacking cough. "Please. There's something wrong with me. I can't—I can't see properly. Everything's spinning."

Vespirina crept toward the door. There was a viewing slot her father had carved into it—a small rectangle at eye level that could be opened from inside. She'd watched her mother use it a hundred times, checking callers before deciding whether to open the door.

She slid the slot open.

The man on the other side looked terrible. His skin was pale as whey, sheened with sweat that caught the last grey light of dusk. He was doubled over, one hand braced against the doorframe, trembling so violently she could see the shivers running through him. His clothes—fine clothes, the kind merchants wore in Thornwall, not the rough homespun of Solina—were dark with what might have been sweat or might have been blood.

"Please," he gasped. "Just—just water. Or a blanket. Anything. I'll die out here."

His eyes rolled up to meet hers. They were ordinary eyes, brown and bloodshot, filled with fear and pain. He looked like someone's father. Someone's son.

He looked like he was dying.

"My mother said—"

"Your mother." Something flickered across his face. "Is she home? Perhaps she could—"

"She's checking the herb shed. She'll be back soon." The words came out before Vespirina could stop them. She saw the man's eyes track to the window, then back to her. "She'll know what to do. She's a healer."

"Then she'll understand." Another cough, this one bringing up something dark that spattered his already-stained shirt. "Please. Just let me wait inside until she returns. I swear I mean no harm."

Vespirina thought of her promise. She thought of her mother's grip on her wrist, the fear hiding behind her stern words. She thought of the silence outside, the dog that had stopped barking, the absolute stillness of the evening that should have been full of familiar sounds.

She looked at the dying man, at his shaking hands and bloodshot eyes, and she thought: What kind of monster would I be, to let someone die on my doorstep when I could save them?  My Mother would surely let in this poor chap.  She’d even be proud of me for not letting him die outside in the damp.

"Rina." Tam's voice was very small. "Don't."

But she was already reaching for the latch.

"Please come in," she said, and opened the door.

* * *
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The man straightened.

It happened so quickly that Vespirina's mind couldn't quite process what she was seeing. One moment he was doubled over, trembling, seemingly moments from death. The next he stood tall—taller than her father, taller than any man she'd known—and his face had changed. The pain was gone. The fear was gone. In its place was something that made her think of the way cats looked at mice.

He smiled, and his teeth were wrong.

"Thank you," he said. His voice had changed too, shedding its rough edges like a snake shedding skin. It was smooth now, cultured, carrying an accent she didn't recognize. "Invitations are so much more pleasant than force."

Vespirina stumbled backward, her foot catching on one of Tam's scattered soldiers. She fell hard, the packed earth driving the breath from her lungs. Tam was crying—when had Tam started crying?—and she could hear her mother shouting something from outside, and the door was still open, and the man was just standing there on the threshold, smiling that terrible smile.

"You didn't know, did you?" He sounded almost sympathetic. "About the ward. About what your invitation really means." He stepped over the threshold, and as his foot crossed the line, Vespirina heard a sound like glass shattering, felt a pressure she hadn't known existed suddenly release. "You didn't just invite me in, little one. You invited all of us."

Behind him, in the darkening street, shadows began to move.

They came from everywhere—from between houses, from beneath porches, from places that shouldn't have been able to hide anything at all. Dozens of them, moving with that same too-fluid grace, their eyes catching the light and throwing it back like animal eyes in the dark. Some wore the same fine clothes as the man in the doorway. Others wore nothing at all, their pale skin streaked with something dark and wet. One of them was dragging something behind it—the blacksmith, she realized with horror, recognizable by the leather apron he always wore.

"Run." The word tore itself from Vespirina's throat. "Tam, run!"

She grabbed her brother's hand and pulled him toward the back of the house, toward the trapdoor that led to the root cellar where the vegetables were stored in winter. Behind her, she heard the man laugh—a pleasant sound, almost musical—and the pad of bare feet on packed earth as the others entered.

Her mother's voice, still shouting. Her mother's footsteps, running. And then a sound that Vespirina would hear in her nightmares for the rest of her life: a scream that cut off too suddenly, replaced by a wet, tearing noise.

"Mother!" Tam tried to turn back, but Vespirina was stronger. She yanked him toward the trapdoor, her fingers finding the iron ring and pulling. The hinges shrieked. The darkness below smelled of earth and potatoes and safety, though she knew, she knew, that safety was a lie.

"Get in. Get in and don't make a sound."

She shoved Tam into the darkness and followed, pulling the trapdoor closed above them. The cellar was small—barely deep enough to stand in, barely wide enough for both of them to huddle together without touching the walls. Through the crack between the door and the floor, Vespirina could see a sliver of the room above.

The floor beneath her palms felt wrong. She had been in this cellar a hundred times, fetching potatoes and turnips for her mother, and the floor had always been packed earth. But now her fingers found wood—planks, she realized, laid over something else. Newer wood than the rest of the house, fitted hastily over older stone. Through a gap between two boards, she glimpsed something that made no sense: carved symbols, similar to her mother’s ward but far more elaborate, covering what looked like fitted stone blocks. And in the darkness beneath, the faintest glow—not firelight, not moonlight, but something colder, something that pulsed like a slow heartbeat.

She didn’t have time to wonder what lay beneath. Above them, the screaming had started.

She saw feet. So many feet, most pale and bare, moving through her home like they owned it. She heard voices, speaking a language she didn't recognize. She smelled blood, copper-sharp and overwhelming, and something else beneath it—something cold and old and hungry.

"Rina." Tam was still crying silently, tears running down his face, his small body shaking against hers. "Rina, what's happening?"

"Shh." She put her hand over his mouth, hating herself for it. "Shh, shh, shh."

Through the crack, she saw her father's boots. She recognized the scuff on the left toe, the way the laces were tied in the particular knot he always used. The boots were dragging, not walking. They left dark streaks on the floor as they passed.

"The children." A woman's voice, sharp with interest. "I can smell the children."

"Leave them." A man had entered—his voice was unmistakable, carrying the weight of command. "They're not for you."

"But my lord—"

"I said leave them."

Footsteps approached the trapdoor. Vespirina pressed Tam's face against her shoulder, pressed her own face against his hair, and stopped breathing. Through the crack, she saw a pair of feet stop directly above them. Fine boots, these, not the bare feet of the others. The leather was dark and polished, and there was something embroidered on the cuffs—a symbol she couldn't quite make out.

The trapdoor lifted.

Light flooded in—the dying glow of the fireplace, the faint orange flicker of flames from somewhere outside. A figure crouched at the edge of the hole, but it wasn't the man from the doorway. This one was taller, broader, with white-blonde hair that fell past his shoulders and a face that belonged in the portraits of ancient kings. His eyes were the palest shade of blue she had ever seen, almost colourless, and they held no humanity at all.

"Hello, little one," he said. His voice was different from the other one—older, somehow, carrying the weight of centuries. "Do you know what you've done?"

Vespirina couldn't speak. Couldn't move. Could only hold Tam tighter, as if the pressure of her arms could somehow protect him.

"You invited us in." He reached down and touched her hair, almost gently. His fingers were cold. "You broke the ward your mother's family has maintained for—how many generations? Ten? Twenty? I've lost count, honestly. So many women, tracing the same symbols, speaking the same words, keeping their little piece of the world safe from things like me."

He leaned closer. His breath smelled of copper.

"And you undid all of it with three little words."

"Please." The word came out as barely a whisper. "Please, don't hurt him."

"Hurt him?" The man looked at Tam, and something in his expression shifted—interest, calculation, a hunger that had nothing to do with the blood still wet on his lips. "No. I don't think I will. I think I'll keep him."

He reached into the hole and plucked Tam from Vespirina's arms as easily as she might lift a kitten. Tam screamed, kicked, bit—and the man simply held him, waiting for him to tire.

"Stop! Give him back! Please, please, I'll do anything—"

"Anything?" The man tilted his head. "What an interesting offer. But no, I don't think so. You've already given me enough." He tucked Tam under one arm, ignoring the boy's struggles, and looked down at Vespirina with those terrible pale eyes. "I'm going to leave you here, little one. Do you know why?"

She shook her head, tears streaming down her face.

"Because this is your fault." He said it gently, almost kindly, the way her mother had explained difficult things. "Your village. Your family. Your brother. All of it, because you opened a door. You ignored your mother’s warnings.  I want to see what that does to you." He smiled. "I want to see what you become."

He stood, Tam still struggling weakly in his grip. At the doorway, he paused and gestured to one of his creatures—a tall, hollow-eyed thing that had once been a man.

"Mark it," he said. "I want her to remember."

The creature moved to the doorframe—the same doorframe where her mother had traced the protective symbol every evening of Vespirina's life—and began to carve. Its fingers were wrong, the nails sharp as anything, and they cut through the old oak like a knife through soft cheese. The symbol it carved was nothing like her mother's circle and lines. It was an inverted crescent moon, pierced by three lines, and even in the firelight, Vespirina could see it was made to last.

"My name is Nikolai," the man said. "If you survive this—and I hope you do—I imagine we'll meet again."

He walked out into the night, carrying her brother with him. The others followed, leaving behind only blood and silence and the mark carved into the doorframe.

Vespirina stayed in the hole until dawn, listening to the village burn.

* * *
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When the sun rose, she climbed out.

The house was destroyed. Not burned—the creatures had set fires elsewhere in the village, she could see the smoke rising from a dozen different places—but torn apart, furniture overturned, walls marked with dark smears she tried not to look at directly. Her mother's body lay near the door. Her father's body lay near the hearth, left where they had dragged him. She remembered his boots—the scuff on the left toe, the laces tied in his particular knot—being pulled across the floor while she hid beneath it.

The tears came then, in great wracking sobs that bent her double. She cried until her throat was raw and her eyes burned, until there was nothing left inside her but a hollow ache. She lay down beside her mother’s body and hugged her tight, whispering “sorry” over and over again, and moved to her fathers to give him a final kiss. Then she wiped her face with shaking hands and moved through the wreckage like a ghost, picking through the ruins of everything she had ever known.

Outside, the village was silent. Bodies lay in the streets. Some of them she recognized—Old Markus, the merchant her father liked to talk to. Children she had played with just yesterday, their eyes open and staring at a sky they would never see again. And the blacksmith—she recognized him only by his leather apron, the same one she had glimpsed being dragged through the darkness. The rest of him was barely recognizable as human.

The dog that had barked—that had tried to warn them all—lay at the edge of the village square, its throat torn out.

Vespirina walked to the doorframe and looked at the symbol Nikolai's creature had carved there. An inverted crescent moon, pierced by three lines. She traced it with her fingers, memorizing its shape, burning it into her memory.

"I opened the door," she said to no one. Her voice sounded strange in her own ears—flat, empty, belonging to someone else. "This is my fault."

She looked at the groove where her mother's protective symbol had been traced ten thousand times, worn deep into the wood by generations of careful fingers. The new symbol had been carved right through it, obliterating the protection completely.

"I let them in."

Somewhere in the distance, a crow called. The smoke continued to rise. The sun climbed higher, indifferent to the horrors it illuminated.

Vespirina sat down in the ashes of her home and waited for someone to find her.

She waited for three days.
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Chapter 2 The Girl in the Ashes
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On the third day, the rider came.

Vespirina had stopped counting the hours somewhere around the second sunset. She had stopped feeling hunger around the same time, though her body still made the motions of thirst—her tongue thick and clumsy against the roof of her mouth, her lips cracked and bleeding where she'd bitten them. She sat in the ruins of her home with her back against the stone hearth, her knees drawn up to her chest, and she watched the doorway where the symbol had been carved.

The inverted crescent moon. The three lines piercing it. She had memorized every curve, every angle, every place where the creature's clawed fingers had gouged too deep into the ancient oak. She would know that symbol anywhere now. She would know it in her dreams.

She had tried to bury her parents on the first day. The ground was too hard, and her hands were too small, and after an hour of scraping at the earth with a broken piece of pottery, she had given up. Instead, she had covered them with blankets from the chest that had somehow survived the destruction—her mother's wedding quilt, faded blue and white, now spotted with darker stains. It wasn't enough. Nothing would ever be enough.

The village was silent. The fires had burned themselves out, leaving behind charred timbers and the sweet-sick smell of smoke and something worse. Crows had come on the second day, and Vespirina had thrown stones at them until her arm ached, but there were too many and she was too tired and eventually she just stopped looking toward the village square.

On the second night, one of them came back.

She heard it before she saw it—the scrape of bare feet on stone, the wet sound of breathing that wasn’t quite right. A straggler, perhaps, or one that had been left behind. It came through the doorway without hesitation—why would it need to hesitate? The ward was broken. The invitation had been given.

It was smaller than the others had been—young, maybe, or starved. Its eyes were wild, unfocused, and it moved in quick, jerking motions like a puppet with half its strings cut. When it saw her huddled by the hearth, it made a sound that might have been hunger or might have been joy.

Vespirina didn’t think. She didn’t plan. Her hand found a piece of broken furniture—a chair leg, splintered to a rough point—and when the creature lunged at her, she drove it forward with all the strength her twelve-year-old body possessed.

The wood punched through its chest with a sound like tearing cloth.

The creature stopped. Its wild eyes went wide, then wider still, and it looked down at the wooden shaft protruding from its ribs with something like confusion. It tried to move, to reach for her, but its limbs wouldn’t obey. It stood there, frozen mid-lunge, a statue of pale flesh and bared teeth.

Vespirina scrambled backward, her heart hammering so hard she could hear it in her ears. The creature didn’t fall. Didn’t die. It just stood there, its mouth working silently, its eyes tracking her with helpless fury.

She watched it through the night, never taking her eyes off it. When dawn came, and then morning, and then midday, it still stood there—frozen, furious, alive. She didn’t understand why it wouldn’t die. She didn’t understand any of it. She only knew that she had stopped it, and that was enough.

That was how the rider found her on the third day: sitting in the ashes of her home, a paralyzed vampire standing three feet away, its eyes still tracking her with helpless rage.

She didn't sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Tam's face—not the terrified boy being carried into the darkness, but the laughing child who had declared her a giant just hours before everything ended. She saw her mother's hands tracing the ward, her father's boots being dragged across the floor. She saw the pale blue eyes of the creature who had called himself Nikolai, looking at her like she was something fascinating. Something worth watching.

I want to see what you become.

The sound of hoofbeats didn't register at first. It was just another noise in a world that had become noise and silence in equal measure—the creak of settling timbers, the rustle of wind through empty doorways, the distant calling of birds who didn't know that everyone was dead. But the hoofbeats grew louder, closer, and then stopped.

Vespirina didn't move. Didn't look up. If it was another monster, let it take her. If it was a bandit come to pick through the ruins, let him try. She had nothing left worth protecting, not even herself.

"Gods above."

The voice was rough, male, heavy with an accent she didn't recognize. Footsteps crunched through debris—careful footsteps, she noted distantly, the footsteps of someone who knew how to move through destruction without disturbing it. A shadow fell across the doorway, and then the man was inside, his eyes taking in the destruction, the covered bodies, and finally the frozen creature standing in the middle of the room with a chair leg through its chest.

He didn’t hesitate. In one smooth motion, he drew a stake from his belt—this one tipped with something that gleamed gold—and drove it into the creature’s heart beside the wooden shaft. The vampire shuddered once, its eyes going wide, and then it crumbled. Not slowly, not dramatically—it simply collapsed into ash and old bone, as if it had been dead for centuries and only just remembered.

The man turned to look at her. His expression was unreadable.

"Girl. Can you hear me?"

She raised her head. The movement felt like it took hours.

The man in the doorway was old—not ancient, but weathered, his face carved by years into something hard and watchful. Grey streaked the dark hair he wore pulled back from his face, and a scar ran from his left temple to the corner of his mouth, puckering the skin. His eyes were brown, ordinary, but they held something she recognized: the look of someone who had seen terrible things and learned to keep moving anyway.

He wore practical travelling clothes, dark and well-worn, with a heavy cloak against the autumn chill. But it was the weapons that caught her attention—a sword at his hip, yes, but also a crossbow strapped to his back, and at his belt, a row of wooden stakes with tips that gleamed gold in the dim light.

Gold-tipped stakes.  

She had never seen anything like them, but something in her knew—knew with a certainty that went deeper than thought—that those stakes were meant specifically for killing the things that had killed her family.  She’d even just witnessed it.

"You're a hunter," she said. Her voice came out as a croak, barely human.

The man's eyebrows rose slightly. "You know what hunters are?"

"I know bad things killed my family and my whole village." She met his eyes, and something in her expression made him take a half-step back. "If they can be killed, I want to learn how."

* * *
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His name was Aldric. He told her that much while he searched the ruins, moving through the destruction with the efficiency of someone who had done this many times before. He checked bodies, examined wounds, studied the marks left on walls and doorframes. When he found the symbol carved into the oak—the inverted crescent and three lines—he went very still.

"You know that mark," Vespirina said. It wasn't a question.

"I know who makes it." Aldric's voice had gone flat, carefully controlled. "Tell me what happened. Everything you remember."

So she told him. The stranger at the door. The way he had seemed so sick, so desperate. Her mother's warnings that she had ignored. The invitation she had given, three words that had destroyed everything. She told him about the creatures flooding through the doorway, about hiding under the floorboards with Tam, about the one called Nikolai who had taken her brother and left her alive.

She told him what Nikolai had said. This is your fault. I want to see what that does to you.

Aldric listened without interrupting. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment, staring at the ruined doorframe.

"The stranger who came to your door," he said finally. "He appeared sick?"

"He was sweating. Shaking. He said he was dying."

"Wolfsbane." Aldric's mouth twisted. "They poison themselves with it sometimes. It causes symptoms that look like illness—makes humans want to help them. It passes, but by then..." He gestured at the destruction around them. "By then, it's too late."

"He tricked me."

"Yes."

"And because I let him in—"

"The ward your mother maintained was a bloodline ward. One of the oldest protections against their kind." Aldric turned to face her fully. "When you invited that creature across the threshold, you didn't just let him in. You broke the ward for his entire bloodline—every vampire sired by the same maker, and their maker before them, going back to the one who began their line. In this case..." His gaze flickered to the carved symbol. "In this case, that line belongs to Nikolai. The one you mentioned.  One of the oldest of them. One of the most dangerous.  He’s referred to as an Ancient."

Vespirina absorbed this. The words fell into the hollow place inside her and disappeared without a trace. "How many?"

"How many what?"

"How many of them did I let in?"

Aldric hesitated. "Nikolai has been turning humans for over five centuries. Not all of his... children... survive. But those that do..." He shook his head. "Dozens. Perhaps more. All of them could have crossed your threshold the moment you spoke those words."

She should have felt something at that. Horror, maybe. Despair. Instead, she felt only the cold certainty that had been growing in her chest since she first saw the gold-tipped stakes at his belt.

"Teach me to kill them."

"Girl—"

"My name is Vespirina.  Rina." She stood, her legs shaking from three days of stillness, and faced him. She was twelve years old and small for her age, and he towered over her, but she didn't look away. "Teach me to kill them. Teach me to kill him. I don't care how long it takes. I don't care what it costs. I have nothing left except this."

Aldric studied her for a long moment. She didn't know what he was looking for, but something in her expression must have satisfied him, because eventually he nodded.

"There's an Order," he said. "We call ourselves the Rypmav. It's an old word—it means 'reckoning' in a language most have forgotten. We've been hunting them for eight centuries, in secret, because the world doesn't believe they exist." He paused. "I can take you to our fortress. You can train there, if they accept you. Learn to fight. Learn to kill."

"And my brother?" The words came out before she could stop them. "He took my brother. Tam. He's seven years old. If he's still—if there's any chance—"

Aldric's expression didn't change, but something flickered in his eyes. Pity, maybe. Or recognition.

"I won't lie to you," he said. "The children they take... they rarely survive. And if they do..." He stopped, seemed to consider his words carefully. "If they do, they're not the same. They become something else."

"But it's possible? He could still be alive?"

"It's possible. But Vespirina—" He crouched down so that his eyes were level with hers. "If you come with me, if you join the Order, you need to understand what that means. We hunt them. We kill them. We don't negotiate, we don't hesitate, and we don't forgive. If your brother has been turned, if he's become one of them..."

"Then I'll kill him too."  She knew she had to say that, even if she didn’t quite mean it yet.

The words came out flat and cold, and she meant them, and some part of her broke a little more at the meaning. Aldric held her gaze for another long moment, then stood.

"We leave at first light," he said. "The journey to the fortress will take nearly two weeks. I'll answer what questions I can along the way." He glanced around the ruined house one final time. "Is there anything you want to take with you?"

Vespirina looked at the covered shapes of her parents, at the scattered remnants of her childhood, at the doorframe that still bore her mother's faded protections beneath Nikolai's carved symbol.

"No," she said. "There's nothing left."

* * *
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They buried her parents that evening. Aldric's hands were stronger than hers, and he carried a small folding shovel in his saddlebags that bit into the hard earth more easily than broken pottery. They dug two graves behind the house, where her mother's herb garden had been, and laid the bodies to rest as the sun painted the sky in shades of orange and red.

Aldric spoke words over the graves—not prayers, exactly, but something older, in a language that sounded like the one her mother had used while refreshing the wards. When Vespirina asked what the words meant, he shook his head.

"A protection," he said. "So they can't be raised. So they can rest."

She hadn't known that was something to fear. She filed the knowledge away with all the other terrible things she was learning, and she didn't cry, because she had already cried herself empty, and there was nothing left now but the cold hard thing that had taken up residence where her heart used to be.

They slept that night in a farmhouse on the outskirts of the village—one of the few structures that hadn't been burned or destroyed. Aldric checked the doorframe before entering, running his fingers over the wood, and made a satisfied sound.

"Ward's intact," he said. "They didn't enter here. The family must have fled before..." He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

Vespirina looked at the symbol carved into the doorframe. A circle bisected by a vertical line, with three horizontal marks crossing it. The same symbol her mother had traced every day of her life. The same symbol Vespirina had broken with three careless words.

"The protection," she said. "The bloodline ward. How does it work?"

Aldric had been laying out bedrolls, but he paused at her question. "That's a complicated answer."

"We have two weeks."

Something that might have been a smile flickered across his weathered face. "So we do." He sat down on the bedroll and gestured for her to do the same. "What do you know about the Old Faith?"

"My mother talked about it sometimes. She said her grandmother taught her grandmother, going back to before the Church." Vespirina frowned, trying to remember. "She said the old ways had power, but no one remembered why anymore. Just that they worked."

"Your mother was a practitioner, then. A wardkeeper." Aldric nodded slowly. "The Old Faith was the religion of Thra Three before the Church of the Eternal Dawn came. Its followers worshipped what they called the Threshold Gods—deities of boundaries, of crossings, of the spaces between. They believed that certain places held power: doorways, crossroads, the moment between day and night."

"What happened to them?"

"The Church happened." Aldric's voice was carefully neutral. "About three hundred years ago, the High Priest declared the Old Faith to be heresy. The Threshold Gods were demons in disguise, he said. The protections they offered were traps for unwary souls. Practitioners were burned as heretics, their texts destroyed, their knowledge scattered." He paused. "Within three generations, the Old Faith was reduced to folk superstition. But fragments survived—in families like yours, who passed the knowledge from mother to daughter, grandmother to granddaughter. They maintained the wards without understanding why they worked. Only that they did."

Vespirina thought of her mother's hands on the doorframe, her murmured words in a language she never explained. "And they do work? The wards?"

"Against vampires, yes. The bloodline ward prevents any vampire from crossing a threshold unless invited by a rightful resident." Aldric's expression darkened. "But there's a clause—a cruel one. The invitation extends not just to the vampire you invite, but to their entire bloodline. Every vampire sired by the same maker, going back to the founder of their line. Invite one, and you invite them all."

"That's why so many came."

"Yes. And once an invitation is given, it can't be revoked. The ward is broken for that bloodline forever, even if the house changes hands." He held her gaze. "That's why your mother was so careful. That's why she told you never to invite anyone inside."

Vespirina looked away, toward the intact ward on the farmhouse door. "She told me. I didn't listen."

"No." Aldric's voice was neither kind nor cruel—just honest. "You didn't. And you'll carry that for the rest of your life. The question is what you do with it."

* * *
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They set out at dawn, following a road that wound through the valley and up into the foothills beyond. Aldric's horse was a sturdy grey mare, not built for speed but for endurance, and she bore the weight of two riders without complaint. Vespirina sat behind Aldric, her arms wrapped around his waist, and watched her homeland disappear behind them.

The valley had been beautiful, once. Rolling farmland, the ancient oak forests her father had worked, the stream that ran through the centre of the village. Now she could see smoke still rising from the ruins, a grey smudge against the autumn sky. By midday, even that was gone, and there was only the road ahead.

They travelled through the heart of Karveth for the first three days, following trade roads that connected farming villages and market towns. The landscape was gentle here—golden fields being harvested by farmers who had never heard of vampires, orchards heavy with autumn fruit, the occasional river barge floating lazily along the Thornwater with its cargo of grain and timber. The people they passed nodded politely and didn't ask questions. Travellers were common on these roads; a man and a girl were unremarkable.

Aldric taught her as they rode. The basics first—what vampires were, what they could do, how they could be killed.

"They're not undead," he said on the first day, as they passed a village where children played in the square without fear. "That's a common misconception. They're transformed. The turning process changes human biology into something else—something that needs blood to survive, that burns in sunlight, that doesn't age the way we do."

"They burn in sunlight?"

"Direct sunlight, yes. The intensity matters—noon sun in summer will kill them in minutes. Dawn light through clouds will blister but not destroy." Aldric guided the horse around a cart laden with pumpkins. "That's why they hunt at night. Why they prefer places with long winters or heavy cloud cover. The more darkness, the more time they have to feed."

"And to kill them?"

"Gold or paitung—that's a metal alloy found in the Velmaran mines. Either one will do it, as long as it pierces the skin and reaches the blood." He touched the stakes at his belt. "A wooden stake through the heart will paralyze them as you learned, but it won't kill, unless it’s got the gold tip. They stay conscious, trapped in their own body, until someone removes the stake. Some have been buried that way for centuries, waiting in the dark."

Vespirina shuddered. "What about the other things? Holy symbols? Running water? Garlic?"  She’d heard murmurs of this from Old Markus, but always considered he was senile and making up stories.

Aldric made a sound that might have been a laugh. "Nonsense. Fairy tales. The vampires spread those stories themselves, to give humans false hope." His voice hardened. "Holy symbols are meaningless—the Church doesn't even believe vampires exist. Running water does nothing. Garlic is just unpleasant-smelling. The only things that truly hurt them are sunlight, gold, paitung, and the knowledge to use them."

On the fourth day, the landscape began to change. The gentle farmland gave way to rougher country—forested hills, rocky outcroppings, streams that ran faster and colder. They had crossed into Therival, Aldric told her, the mountain kingdom that controlled the great passes through the Ryndeth range.

"The fortress is hidden in those mountains," he said, pointing toward the snow-capped peaks that had begun to dominate the horizon. "It looks like a monastery from the outside—a house of healing dedicated to the Church of the Eternal Dawn. Monks live there, pray there. It's all real." He paused. "What's underneath is something else, as you’ll see soon enough."

The roads grew steeper, the villages smaller and farther between. The people here were different too—harder, warier, with eyes that tracked strangers and hands that stayed close to belt knives. They carved symbols into their doorframes, Vespirina noticed. The same symbols her mother had used. The same symbols the people of Karveth had forgotten.

"Therival remembers," Aldric said when she pointed this out. "The mountain folk have long memories. They know something lives in these peaks—they don't know what, but they've learned to pay tribute." He gestured toward a roadside shrine they were passing, where clay bowls held dark liquid and wine had been poured over carved stones. "They leave offerings at the passes. Blood and wine. They don't know why, only that their grandparents did, and their grandparents before them."

"Does it help?"

"Sometimes. The old agreements still hold power, even when no one remembers making them." He was quiet for a moment. "Your mother understood that, I think. She maintained the wards without knowing their full history, but she knew they mattered. She tried to teach you."

Vespirina said nothing. There was nothing to say.

* * *
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On the eighth day, they began climbing into the mountains proper. The road narrowed to a path, then to something barely wider than a goat track, winding through pine forests so thick the sunlight barely penetrated. Snow appeared on the ground, light dustings at first, then deeper drifts that the horse had to push through.

And Vespirina began to notice the stones.

They stood at irregular intervals along the path—weathered granite pillars, some no taller than her knee, others twice Aldric's height. Time had worn their surfaces smooth, but she could still make out faint carvings: the circle and line of the bloodline ward, repeated over and over, along with other symbols she didn't recognize.

"The Old Faith again," Aldric said when she asked. "These markers predate the kingdoms themselves. Some say they were placed by the Threshold Gods’ first followers. Others say they’re older still." He reached out to touch one of the stones as they passed, his fingers tracing a symbol that looked like a closed eye. "The Order built our fortress here for a reason. This place has power—old power, from a time when the boundaries between things were more carefully guarded."

"That symbol." Vespirina pointed at the closed eye. "It’s not the same as my mother’s ward."

"No. The bloodline ward—the circle with the line and three marks—that’s the most common protection. It prevents uninvited entry. But the Old Faith had many wards, each designed for a different purpose." Aldric traced the closed eye again. "This one is a ward of seeing—or rather, of not being seen. It hides what lies behind it from unfriendly eyes. There are others: wards of binding, wards of silence, wards of sealing. Your mother likely knew only the bloodline ward. Most wardkeepers do. The fuller knowledge was lost when the Church burned the practitioners."

"But the Order knows them?"

"Some of them. We’ve preserved what we could, recovered what we could find. But much was lost forever." He urged the horse forward. "You’ll learn the symbols we still know. Every hunter does. Whether you have the gift to actually work them—that’s rarer. Your mother had it. Perhaps you do too."

"What do you mean, boundaries between things?"

Aldric was quiet for a long moment. The horse's hooves crunched through the snow, and somewhere in the distance, a raven called.

"Vampires are older than most people realize," he said finally. "Older than the kingdoms, older than the Church, older than written history itself. The different bloodlines have different abilities—some can command shadows, others can take the forms of beasts, still others can bend the will with their voices alone. The tales of werewolves, of sirens, of creatures that haunt the crossroads—those are vampires, Vespirina. Different bloodlines, different powers, but vampires all the same." He glanced back at her. "The wards your mother maintained, the symbols carved into these stones—they weren’t created by humans. They were taught to us, long ago, by the first vampires themselves. Bargains made in blood, in an age before anyone thought to write such things down."

"Why would vampires teach humans how to protect against them?"

"That’s a question even the Order doesn’t fully know the answer to." His voice was heavy. "Our archives contain fragments, hints, references to pacts made before written history. Territory agreements, perhaps. Rules of feeding. Or something else entirely—something we’ve forgotten. What we know is this: the protections work. They’ve worked for millennia. And it’s our duty to ensure they keep working, even if we’ve forgotten why."

Vespirina looked at the ancient stones, at the symbols carved by hands that had turned to dust thousands of years ago. She thought of her mother, tracing the same patterns on their doorframe, speaking words in a language she didn't understand. A chain of protection stretching back through time, mother to daughter, guardian to guardian.

A chain that she had broken.

* * *
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They reached the fortress on the twelfth day.

It appeared through a break in the trees, perched on a rocky outcropping that jutted from the mountainside like a clenched fist. From below, it looked exactly like what Aldric had described: a monastery, built of grey stone that seemed to grow from the mountain itself. A bell tower rose above the main structure, and Vespirina could see robed figures moving along the walls. Smoke curled from a dozen chimneys, and the faint sound of chanting drifted down through the cold air.

"The monastery of Saint Aldren," Aldric said. "Dedicated to the Church of the Eternal Dawn, officially. A place where pilgrims can rest and heal on their way through the mountains." He urged the horse up the final stretch of path. "That's the story. That's what the Church believes. That's what anyone who comes here will see."

"And the truth?"

"The truth is underneath."

They passed through a gate flanked by two monks who nodded at Aldric without speaking. The courtyard beyond was ordinary enough—a well, a stable, monks going about their daily business. But Vespirina noticed that some of the monks wore swords beneath their robes. She noticed the way their eyes tracked her, assessing, calculating. She noticed the scars on their hands.

Aldric led her through the main hall, past a chapel where genuine prayers were being offered, past a refectory where monks ate in silence, past dormitories and storerooms and all the normal workings of a religious house. And then, at the back of a cellar that smelled of wine and old stone, he stopped before a wall that looked like every other wall.

He pressed his hand against a stone carved with the bloodline ward symbol. Something clicked. A section of the wall swung inward, revealing stairs descending into darkness.

"Welcome to the Rypmav Order," Aldric said. "Welcome to your new life."

The stairs went down a long way.

They emerged into a vast chamber carved from the living rock of the mountain—a training hall, Vespirina realized, where figures in dark clothing sparred with weapons that gleamed gold in the torchlight. Beyond that, corridors branched in multiple directions, leading to what she would later learn were armouries and archives, dormitories and dining halls, medical wings and cells for holding things that shouldn't exist.

People stopped to stare as Aldric led her through. Young people, her age or a little older, wearing the same dark clothing as the sparring fighters. Adults with hard eyes and harder hands. Everyone watching, everyone judging.

"Another foundling?" someone muttered as they passed. "She's small. Won't last a month."

"She'll last," Aldric said, not breaking stride. "Or she won't. Either way, she's earned the chance."

He brought her to a small room—a cell, really, with a narrow bed and a chest for belongings and nothing else. A single torch burned in a bracket on the wall, casting flickering shadows.

"Rest tonight," he said. "Tomorrow, your assessment begins. If you pass, you'll be assigned to the initiates' barracks. You'll train with them, eat with them, sleep with them. They won't be kind—most of them come from families that have hunted for generations. They don't welcome outsiders."

"I don't need kindness."

"No." Aldric studied her face in the torchlight. "I don't suppose you do." He turned to leave, then paused at the door. "The Order has a saying. A creed. You'll hear it often enough that you'll learn to hate it. But it's true, so I'll tell you now."

"What is it?"

"We do not negotiate. We do not hesitate. We do not forgive." His eyes held hers. "Remember that, Vespirina. Whatever else happens, remember that. The moment you start making exceptions—for yourself, for others, for anyone—you become a liability. And liabilities don't survive."

He left her alone in the small stone room, deep beneath a mountain, surrounded by people who trained to kill monsters.

Vespirina sat on the narrow bed and thought about Tam, about Nikolai, about the door she had opened. She thought about the creed Aldric had just mentioned to her, and she said the words aloud to the empty room, tasting them, learning them, making them her own.

We do not negotiate. We do not hesitate. We do not forgive.

She would learn to kill them. She would find her brother. She would save him. And then she would find the creature who had taken everything from her, the ancient with the pale blue eyes who had carved his symbol into her doorframe and promised to watch what she became.

She would show him exactly what she became.

She would show them all.
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Chapter 3 The Fortress
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The assessment began at dawn.

A Master she didn't recognize—a woman with iron-grey hair and a face like carved granite—came for her before the sun had fully risen, leading her from the small stone cell where she'd spent a sleepless night to a chamber deep in the fortress. Three other Masters waited there, seated behind a long wooden table, their expressions giving nothing away.

"The assessment has three parts," the grey-haired woman said. "Physical, mental, and moral. You will be tested on your body's capability, your mind's sharpness, and your character's suitability. Many who arrive at our gates fail one or more of these tests. Those who fail are given coin for their journey and returned to the world below. Do you understand?"

Vespirina nodded.

The physical test came first. She ran until her lungs burned, climbed ropes until her hands bled, lifted stones until her arms shook. She had no training, no technique—but she had spent twelve years hauling water from the village well, helping her father drag timber from the forest, chasing Tam through fields and over fences. Her body was stronger than it looked, hardened by a childhood of rural labour.

The mental test followed. They asked her questions—puzzles and riddles, tests of memory and observation. They showed her a room for thirty seconds, then asked her to describe every object in it. They told her a story once and asked her to repeat it back word for word. She couldn't read, couldn't write, but her mother had taught her to pay attention—to notice the way herbs smelled when they were ready to harvest, the way the sky looked before a storm, the way her father's mood shifted with the seasons. She noticed things. She remembered them.

The moral test was the strangest. The grey-haired Master sat across from her in a small room and simply talked—about her village, her family, the night everything changed. She asked about the door. About the invitation. About what Vespirina had felt when she realized what she'd done.

"Guilt," Vespirina said. "I felt guilty. I still do."

"Good," the Master said. "Guilt means you understand consequences. What do you want, Vespirina? Why are you here?"

"I want to kill the thing that took my brother. I want to kill all of them."

The Master studied her for a long moment. "Revenge is a poor foundation for a hunter. It burns hot and then it burns out, leaving nothing behind."

"Then I'll find something else when the revenge is done. But right now, it's all I have."

Another long silence. Then the Master nodded once, wrote something on a piece of parchment, and told her to wait outside.

An hour later, they told her she had passed. They gave her a canvas sack containing her new belongings and directions to the initiates' barracks.

* * *
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The initiates' barracks smelled of sweat, stone, and old blood.

Vespirina stood in the doorway, a canvas sack containing everything she now owned clutched against her chest. The room stretched before her—a long stone chamber lined with narrow beds, perhaps thirty in all, each with a small chest at its foot. Torches burned in iron brackets along the walls, casting flickering shadows that made the space feel alive with movement.

Most of the beds were occupied. Boys and girls her age or slightly older sat on their mattresses, cleaning weapons or mending clothes or simply talking in low voices. They all wore the same dark clothing she'd been given: practical, fitted, designed for movement. They all stopped what they were doing when she appeared.

"Fresh meat," someone muttered. A ripple of laughter.

"Another foundling," said someone else, louder. "Look at her—she's still got ash in her hair."

More laughter. Vespirina didn't move. Didn't react. She had spent two weeks learning to feel nothing; she could certainly manage a room full of children.

A boy rose from a bed near the centre of the room. He was perhaps fourteen, tall for his age, with the kind of sharp features and immaculate posture that spoke of good breeding and better feeding. His dark hair was cut short in the military style, and his eyes—pale green—held the casual cruelty of someone who had never been told no.

"I'm Garrett," he said, walking toward her with the easy confidence of ownership. "Garrett Morrow. My family has hunted since the Founding War. Eight centuries of service to the Order." He stopped a foot away from her, close enough that she could smell the soap he'd used that morning. "And you are?"

"Vespirina."

"Vespirina what?"

"Just Vespirina."

His lip curled. "A peasant name from a peasant girl. No family, no training, no value." He reached out and flicked a piece of ash from her shoulder—she hadn't realized any remained. "They shouldn't let your kind in. You dilute the bloodlines, weaken the Order. Half of you die in the first year anyway."

"Then I suppose you have nothing to worry about."

The room went very quiet. Garrett's pale eyes narrowed, and for a moment Vespirina thought he might hit her. Instead, he smiled—a thin, unpleasant expression that didn't reach his eyes.

"We'll see," he said. "We'll see how long the ash girl lasts."

He turned and walked back to his bed, and the moment broke. Conversations resumed. Weapons were cleaned. Life went on. But Vespirina could feel the weight of thirty pairs of eyes on her back as she walked to what appeared to be the only available bed—the one furthest from the door, closest to the privy, in the coldest corner of the room.

She sat on the thin mattress and began to unpack her meagre belongings. The sack contained two changes of clothes, a wooden comb, a small bar of harsh soap, and a leather-bound book that Aldric had given her before disappearing into the fortress's depths.

"It's a primer," he'd said. "For those who can't read. Learn it. Literacy is required for advancement."

She couldn't read. She couldn't write. She knew nothing of weapons or combat or the creatures she'd sworn to destroy. She was a peasant girl from a burned village, surrounded by the children of hunters who had trained since birth.

She opened the primer and stared at the incomprehensible symbols on the first page.

She would learn. She would learn everything. And then she would kill them all—every vampire in Nikolai's bloodline, until she found her brother or found his grave.

* * *
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The fortress revealed itself to her in pieces over the following days.

Above ground, it was exactly what Aldric had described: a monastery dedicated to the Church of the Eternal Dawn, complete with a chapel where genuine prayers were offered, a refectory where monks ate in contemplative silence, and dormitories where brothers in rough-spun robes went about the business of faith. The monks were real—some of them, at least. They tended gardens, copied manuscripts, and welcomed the occasional pilgrim who found their way up the mountain path.

"The Church believes we're a healing order," explained Master Carden during her orientation, leading her through corridors that smelled of incense and old stone. He was a lean man with grey-streaked hair and a face like a weathered cliff—all hard angles and deeper crevices. "They fund us, in their way. Some of the higher officials know the truth, but officially, we don't exist. Officially, vampires are metaphors for sin, not creatures that can be fought with blade and fire."

"But they give you money anyway?"

"Some truths are too dangerous to acknowledge publicly." Master Carden's voice was dry. "The Church denies what we fight, but they're happy enough to let us fight it. Deniable protection against a threat they can't admit is real."

Below ground, the fortress transformed. The cellar that smelled of wine and old stone gave way to something else entirely—a vast complex carved from the living rock of the mountain, spreading downward and outward in ways that defied easy mapping.

The training halls came first: great chambers where initiates learned to fight with sword and stake, crossbow and bare hands. The armoury followed, its walls lined with weapons that gleamed gold and silver-white in the torchlight—paitung, Vespirina learned and remembered Aldric mentioning, a rare alloy from the Velmaran mines that could kill vampires as surely as gold but at a fraction of the cost.

Then came the archives—room after room of books and scrolls, some so old they crumbled at a touch, containing eight centuries of accumulated knowledge about the enemy. Maps of vampire territories. Genealogies of bloodlines stretching back to the ancients. Accounts of hunts successful and failed, techniques that worked and techniques that got hunters killed.

"You'll spend time here," Master Carden said as they passed through the archive's entrance. "Every initiate must study the theory before they're allowed to practice. Know your enemy, or your enemy will know you—and you'll die ignorant. You'll need to learn to read quickly."

Deeper still were the medical wings, where healers treated wounds that couldn't be explained to civilian physicians. And below even those, in levels that initiates weren't permitted to enter, were cells for capturing and studying vampires.

"Some knowledge is earned," he said when she asked. "Survive your first year. Pass your assessment. Then we'll talk about what lies below."

* * *
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The other initiates made their feelings clear within the first week.

It started small. Her training weapons disappeared from their assigned hooks, turning up later in the privy pit. Her bedding developed mysterious tears. Her food, when she could get to the refectory in time to eat, was invariably cold and picked over.

Then it escalated.

Thorns appeared in her boots. Her primer vanished for three days, only to reappear with half its pages torn out. During training, she found herself "accidentally" tripped, elbowed, struck with wooden practice swords in ways that left bruises the Masters somehow never noticed.

Garrett led the cruelty, but he was far from alone. The Legacy initiates—those from families with generations of hunting history—closed ranks against her with the efficiency of a military formation. They had their own hierarchy, their own codes, their own grievances against the foundlings who diluted their precious bloodlines.

"Your kind doesn't belong here," a girl named Cassia told her one evening, her clipped Valdorian accent making the words sound even harsher. She had the pale coloring of the northern kingdom—fair skin, wheat-blonde hair, eyes like winter ice. "The Order was built by families who sacrificed everything to fight the darkness." Vespirina thought of her mother's body near the door. Her father dragged across the floor. Her brother carried into the night.

"Nothing," she said. "I've lost nothing at all."

Cassia's eyes narrowed, uncertain whether she was being mocked. Vespirina turned and walked away before the other girl could decide.

Not all the initiates were cruel. A few of the other foundlings—orphans and survivors recruited from outside the Legacy families—watched her with something like sympathy. They knew what it was like to be seen as lesser. But sympathy didn't translate to alliance; they had their own survival to worry about, and being seen with the ash girl would only make their own lives harder.

Only one person treated her differently.

* * *
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His name was Brennan.

She first noticed him during morning training, three days after her arrival. The initiates had been paired off for practice bouts with wooden swords, and Vespirina—who had never held a weapon before in her life—had been matched against a Legacy boy twice her size who seemed to take personal pleasure in knocking her down.

The seventh time she hit the ground, she stayed there for a moment, staring up at the torchlit ceiling and wondering if this was how she would spend the next several years—being beaten by children who had trained since they could walk.

A hand appeared in her field of vision.

"You're dropping your guard when you step forward," said a voice. Male, her age or close to it, with an accent she couldn't place. "That's why he keeps hitting your ribs."

Vespirina looked up. The boy attached to the hand was sturdy rather than tall, with broad shoulders and the kind of practical build that came from farm work before it came from training. His hair was brown, sun-streaked, falling across his forehead in a way that suggested he'd given up trying to control it. His eyes were warm and brown and held none of the casual cruelty she'd come to expect.

She took his hand. He pulled her up with surprising strength.

"I'm Brennan," he said. "Brennan Thorne."

"Vespirina."

"I know. Everyone knows." He smiled, and it transformed his face—made him look younger, kinder, almost gentle. "The ash girl who staked a vampire on her second night. The story's made the rounds."

She hadn't realized anyone knew about that. Aldric had said nothing about reporting it.

"I didn't kill it," she said. "I just\... stopped it."

"You stopped a vampire with a chair leg when you were twelve years old and had no training." Brennan's smile widened. "That's more than most of these Legacy brats have ever done. Half of them have never even seen a vampire, let alone fought one. They train and train and train, and then they die on their first real hunt because training isn't the same as terror."

"You sound like you know."

"I'm Legacy, technically. The Thorne family has hunted for four generations." His smile faded slightly. "But my mother was a commoner—a baker's daughter who married above her station, according to the other families. That makes me Legacy by blood and foundling by treatment. I know what it's like to be seen as lesser."

Vespirina studied him, looking for the trap. There was always a trap—kindness was just cruelty waiting for its moment.

"Why are you helping me?"

"Because I remember what it was like." Brennan shrugged, a loose, easy movement. "And because Garrett Morrow is a bastard who deserves to see his favourite target outperform him. Speaking of which—" He raised his wooden sword. "Your guard. When you step forward, keep it up. Like this."

He demonstrated, moving through the stance slowly enough that she could follow. She mirrored him, adjusting her grip, shifting her weight.

"Better," he said. "Again."

They practiced until the training session ended, and then they practiced more. Brennan was patient in a way the Masters weren't—willing to explain the same concept five different ways until it finally clicked. He didn't mock her ignorance or punish her mistakes. He simply taught, with the steady persistence of someone who understood that skill was built one failure at a time.

When they finally stopped, Vespirina's arms ached and her legs trembled, but she had learned more in two hours than in three days of official instruction.

"Same time tomorrow?" Brennan asked, wiping sweat from his forehead.

"Why?"

"Why not?" He grinned. "Besides, someone has to keep you alive long enough to kill that vampire you're so angry about. I can see it in your eyes, you know. The hate. It's going to get you killed if you're not careful."

"Or it's going to keep me alive."

"Maybe." Brennan's grin softened into something more serious. "But hate's not enough, Vespirina. You need skill. You need knowledge. You need people watching your back." He extended his hand again—not to help her up this time, but to shake. "So. Same time tomorrow?"

She looked at his hand for a long moment. Trust was dangerous. Friendship was a liability. The mantra echoed in her head: We do not negotiate. We do not hesitate. We do not forgive.

She took his hand.

"Same time tomorrow."

* * *
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The classroom was a vaulted chamber deep in the fortress, its walls covered with diagrams and maps and charts that meant nothing to Vespirina's untrained eyes. Rows of wooden benches faced a raised platform where Master Aldric—her Aldric, the man who had found her in the ashes—stood with a piece of chalk in one hand and a long wooden pointer in the other.

"Today," he said, his rough voice carrying easily through the chamber, "you learn about the enemy. Not the individual creatures you'll hunt—those vary too much to generalize. But the bloodlines. The seven ancient lines that have survived since before recorded history, and the abilities that make each of them dangerous in different ways."

He turned to the board and began to draw—a series of interconnected circles, each with a symbol at its centre.

"Every vampire traces their lineage back to their maker, and their maker's maker, all the way to the Ancients. Bloodline determines abilities. Bloodline determines status. Bloodline determines whether the vampire you're fighting can see in the dark, or move through shadows, or tear you apart with claws that weren't there a moment ago." He tapped the board. "Learn these. Know them by instinct. Because when you're face to face with one of them, you won't have time to think."

Vespirina leaned forward, her primer open on the desk before her, ready to take notes in the crude letters she was slowly learning to form.

"First: the Nikolai bloodline." Aldric drew a symbol that looked like an eye with three lines radiating from it. "The Chroniclers. Enhanced mental abilities—perfect memory, heightened perception, and the ability to sense their blood-kin across vast distances. Nikolai's children can feel when their siblings are destroyed. They share an empathic link with their maker." His eyes found Vespirina's across the room. "Nikolai himself is over five hundred years old. He is patient, intelligent, and utterly without mercy. If you face one of his children, assume they already know you're coming."

Vespirina wrote Chroniclers in her notebook, her hand shaking slightly.

"Second: the Varkoth bloodline. The Shadows." A new symbol—something that looked like a doorway filled with darkness. "Power over darkness itself. They can create zones of supernatural shadow, move through darkness as if teleporting short distances, and become nearly invisible in dim light. Varkoth rules the Court of Shadowmere in Corvahl—the Forgotten Kingdom. The Order believes he was involved in whatever destroyed that kingdom two centuries ago. If you're hunting in Corvahl, assume any shadow might contain death."

"Third: the Seraphine bloodline. The Beguilers." A symbol like a heart wrapped in ribbons. "Enhanced ability to read and manipulate emotions. Not mind control—but an uncanny talent for knowing exactly what someone wants to hear. Seraphine's children become diplomats, advisors, courtiers. She controls the Court of Solarra in Meridian, hiding in plain sight among the nobility. If a man or woman seems charming, seems trustworthy, seems like someone you want to help—kill it faster, because it's likely a Seraphine vampire."

A few nervous laughs from the Legacy students. Cassia, who was from Meridian, had gone very pale.

"Fourth: the Mordecai bloodline. The Beasts." A symbol of a wolf's head. "Can partially transform into animal forms—wolves, bats, rats, ravens. Full transformation is rare and exhausting; most can only manage claws, fangs, or enhanced senses corresponding to their animal affinity." Aldric paused. "You've heard tales of werewolves, of men who become beasts under the full moon. Those are Mordecai's children. Mordecai himself went to ground centuries ago—we don't know where he is, but his bloodline persists. If something with claws attacks you in the night, it's not a natural wolf."

"Fifth: the Calista bloodline. The Sirens." A symbol of waves with a mouth at their centre. "Power over sound and voice. They can project their voice across distances, create disorienting sonic effects, and speak with such perfect pitch that victims find themselves compelled to listen. Not mind control—but close. Calista controls coastal Drakenmoore from Harrowdeep. The tales of sirens luring sailors to their deaths? Her children."

"Sixth: the Theron bloodline. The Enduring." A symbol like a phoenix. "Regeneration beyond normal vampire healing. They can regrow entire limbs in minutes, survive wounds that would destroy others, and even regenerate from near-complete destruction given enough blood. Theron was believed destroyed three centuries ago, but his bloodline persists—suggesting he survived somehow." Aldric's expression darkened. "If you think you've killed one of the Enduring, you haven't. Burn what remains. Scatter the ashes. And pray."

"And the next?" The question came from Garrett, his tone bored, as if this were all review. "You said seven bloodlines."

Aldric was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice had changed—become harder, more careful.

"I've told you of six bloodlines so far. There is a seventh—but it is not discussed with initiates. The Order's oldest records reference a bloodline so dangerous that the other ancients worked together to imprison its founder. The abilities of this bloodline are not recorded. What we know is this: the prison still holds, and we do not speak of what lies within it."

The room had gone very quiet.

"So six bloodlines that we hunt. One that we guard against." Aldric set down his chalk. "That's enough for today. Memorize what I've told you. There will be a test."

* * *
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After the lesson, Vespirina found a quiet corner of the archives and opened her notes. Her handwriting was crude, barely legible, but she could now already read what she'd written.

Chroniclers. Shadows. Beguilers. Beasts. Sirens. Enduring.

And one more. The imprisoned. The one they didn't discuss.

She thought about the glowing symbols she'd glimpsed beneath her family's cellar floor. The elaborate carvings on fitted stone blocks, pulsing with cold light in the darkness. Her mother had maintained the wards above, but what had she been guarding below?

The questions multiplied, but answers were scarce. She was an initiate—barely literate, barely trained, barely tolerated. The secrets of the Order were not for the likes of her.

Not yet.

* * *
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The confrontation came during the fourth week.

She was returning from the training hall, exhausted from hours of practice with Brennan, when she found them waiting in the corridor: Garrett and four of his Legacy friends, blocking the path to the barracks.

"Ash girl," Garrett said. "We need to talk."

"No," Vespirina said, "we don't." She tried to push past them. A hand caught her shoulder and shoved her back.

"You've been spending time with the Thorne boy." Garrett's pale eyes glittered in the torchlight. "Training together. Talking. Becoming friends." He said the word like it was obscene. "That needs to stop."

"Why?"

"Because Brennan Thorne is Legacy, no matter what his mother was. He has a future in the Order—a real future. You're just a foundling who got lucky once. You'll wash out or die, and when you do, I don't want him mourning over your corpse."

"How touching." Vespirina kept her voice flat. "Your concern for his emotional wellbeing is noted."

Garrett's hand moved faster than she expected—a backhanded blow that caught her across the cheek and sent her stumbling into the wall. Stars exploded across her vision.

"You think you're clever," he said, advancing on her. "You think because you got lucky with one feral, you're special. You're not. You're nothing. And if you don't stay away from Brennan, I'll make sure everyone knows exactly how nothing you are."

Vespirina straightened, tasting blood where she'd bitten her tongue. The other Legacy students had formed a loose circle around them, cutting off escape.

"I'm going to tell you something," she said quietly. "And I want you to remember it, because I'll only say it once."

Garrett laughed. "What could you possibly tell me that—"

"I opened the door that killed my family." The words fell into the corridor like stones into still water. "I invited them in. My mother, my father—they died because of me. My brother was taken because of me. I watched my village burn, and I sat in the ashes for three days, and when a vampire came back to finish the job, I staked it with a chair leg and watched it freeze."

She stepped forward. Garrett, despite himself, stepped back.

"You think you can hurt me?" Her voice was still quiet, still flat, but something in it made the other Legacy students shift uncomfortably. "You think your little games—hiding my things, tripping me in training—you think any of that matters? I've already lost everything. There's nothing you can take from me that hasn't already been taken."

She stepped forward again. Garrett hit the opposite wall.

"So go ahead. Hit me. Have your friends hold me down while you beat me bloody. Report me to the Masters. Get me expelled. It doesn't matter. Nothing matters except what I came here to do." She leaned in close, close enough to see the pulse jumping in his throat. "And what I came here to do is learn how to kill the thing that destroyed my family. So either help me, or get out of my way. Because I promise you, Garrett Valdren—I promise you on my mother's grave—nothing you do to me will be worse than what I'm going to do to them."

Silence. The torches flickered. Somewhere in the fortress depths, a bell rang.

Garrett shoved past her without another word. His friends followed, none of them meeting her eyes.

Vespirina stood alone in the corridor for a long time, her cheek throbbing where he'd struck her, her hands shaking with something that wasn't quite fear and wasn't quite rage.

The mantra echoed in her mind, unbidden. We do not negotiate. We do not hesitate. We do not forgive.

She was learning.

* * *
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That night, she found Brennan in the training hall, practicing forms alone in the torchlight.

"I heard about Garrett," he said without looking up. "Are you all right?"

"Fine."

"He's not going to stop, you know. You embarrassed him."

"I know."

Brennan finished his form and turned to face her. In the flickering light, he looked older than his years—harder, more serious.

"Why are you here, Vespirina? Really. Not the official reason, not the story you tell the Masters. Why?"

She thought about lying. It would be easier—safer—to give him the same non-answer she gave everyone else. But Brennan had shown her kindness when no one else would. He deserved better than lies.

"My brother," she said. "Tam. He was seven and they took him. Nikolai—the Ancient who destroyed my village—he took my brother alive. Aldric says children who are taken don't survive, or if they do, they become something else. But I need to know. I need to find him, or find his grave, or find whatever he's become." She met Brennan's eyes. "And then I need to kill the thing that took him from me."

Brennan was quiet for a long moment.

"That's a long way off," he said finally. "Nikolai is over five hundred years old. He's survived everything the Order has thrown at him. What makes you think you can succeed where generations of hunters have failed?"

"I don't know if I can." The admission hurt, but it was true. "I only know I have to try. Even if it takes my whole life."

Brennan studied her face for a moment, searching for something. Whatever he found seemed to satisfy him, because he nodded slowly and raised his practice sword.

"Then we'd better make sure you survive long enough to try," he said. "Your footwork is still terrible. Let's fix that."

They trained until the torches burned low, and when Vespirina finally collapsed onto her narrow bed in the barracks, she slept without dreaming for the first time since the door.

She was learning. She was surviving. And somewhere in the darkness, her brother was waiting.

She would find him.  She would find them all.
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Chapter 4 First Blood
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PART ONE: THE FIRST MONTHS

The fortress swallowed her whole.

In those first weeks, Vespirina learned the rhythms of her new existence. Dawn bells dragged her from fitful sleep. Morning drills left her muscles screaming. Afternoon lessons blurred together—weapon forms she couldn't master, texts she couldn't read, histories of a war she was now expected to fight. Evening meals were eaten in exhausted silence, surrounded by initiates who looked through her like she was made of glass.

She was the youngest in the cohort. She was also the newest, the rawest, the one who sometimes woke screaming in the dark.

The nightmares never changed. The door. The invitation. Her mother's voice, cut short. Tam's screams as he was carried into the night. She would jerk awake, heart hammering, and find the other initiates watching her with expressions that ranged from pity to contempt.

"Ash girl's crying again," someone would mutter, and the laughter would ripple through the darkness.

She learned to cry silently. Then she learned not to cry at all.

* * *

[image: ]


The training was relentless.

Master Aldric had promised her six hours a day—two before dawn, two after dinner, in addition to the standard four. He kept his word. While the other initiates slept, Vespirina ran laps around the training hall until her lungs burned. While they ate their evening meals, she practiced forms with wooden weapons until her hands blistered and bled.

"Again," Aldric would say, his voice flat. "Your footwork is sloppy."

"Again. You're telegraphing your strikes."

"Again. A vampire would have killed you three times by now."

Again. Again. Again.

The other initiates noticed. Of course they noticed. The ash girl who trained twice as long as anyone else, who stumbled through breakfast half-asleep, who fell behind in the afternoon lectures because her body was too exhausted to keep her mind awake.

"She's trying to prove something," she heard Garrett Morrow say one morning, his voice carrying clearly across the dining hall. "Thinks if she works hard enough, she can make up for being worthless."

She said nothing. She ate her porridge. She went to training.

* * *
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Three months in, something shifted.

It happened during a sparring session—a routine drill where initiates were paired off to practice basic forms. Vespirina's partner was a Legacy boy named Daven Ashford, seventeen years old, with arms like tree trunks and a smile that never reached his eyes.

He'd been toying with her for ten minutes, batting aside her strikes with casual contempt, occasionally landing blows hard enough to leave bruises. The Masters watched but didn't intervene. This was how it worked. The strong taught the weak their place.

Daven lunged. Vespirina saw it coming—not just the movement, but the intent behind it. The slight tensing of his jaw, the shift of weight to his back foot, the way his eyes flicked to her midsection a heartbeat before he committed.

She wasn't there when his blade arrived.

She'd sidestepped, letting his momentum carry him past her, and her wooden sword caught him across the ribs before he could recover. Not hard enough to injure—just hard enough to sting.

The training hall went quiet.

Daven's face flushed. He spun, his next strike fueled by anger rather than technique, and Vespirina read that too. She ducked, pivoted, and her blade found his knee. He stumbled. Her next strike caught his wrist, sending his weapon clattering across the stone floor.

She put the point of her sword against his throat.

"Dead," she said.

Silence. The other initiates stared. The Masters continued to watch.

Daven knocked her blade aside and climbed to his feet, his face twisted with humiliation. "Lucky," he spat.

"No." Vespirina retrieved his fallen weapon and held it out to him, hilt first. "You telegraph your lunges. Your right shoulder drops before you commit. I saw it coming from the moment you shifted your weight."

She could feel the hatred radiating off him as he snatched the sword from her hand. But beneath the hatred, she saw something else—something that looked almost like fear.

That night, Aldric found her in the training hall, practicing forms alone.

"You've improved," he said.

"Not enough."

"No. Not yet." He watched her work through a sequence, correcting her stance with a tap of his boot against her ankle. "But you're starting to see. That's the first step."

"See what?"

"The patterns. The tells. The way a body moves before it knows it's moving." He picked up a practice sword of his own. "Combat isn't about strength or speed. It's about reading your opponent—knowing what they'll do before they do it. Most hunters take years to develop that instinct." His eyes met hers. "You seem to have been born with it."

He raised his blade. "Now. Show me what else you've learned."

* * *
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Six months in, she discovered the gift.

The ward magic lessons came without warning. One afternoon, instead of leading the initiates to the archives for their usual lecture, Master Aldric took them to a chamber deep in the fortress—a classroom whose walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in intricate symbols.

"The bloodline ward," he said, pointing to the symbol Vespirina knew best: a circle bisected by a vertical line, with three horizontal marks crossing it. "You've all seen it. Some of you learned it at your mothers' knees. Today you learn what it means."

He handed out chalk and small squares of slate. "The symbol alone does nothing. It's a focus, nothing more. The power comes from the words, and the words come from the Old Tongue—the language of the first practitioners, those who bargained with the darkness in ages past."

He wrote two words on the board in a script that looked like tangled thorns. "Threshala en varda. Threshold, protect. These are the words your mothers spoke. These are the words that give the symbol power."

Vespirina stared at the words. She could hear her mother's voice in her memory, murmuring in that strange grinding language while her fingers traced the symbol on the doorframe. Threshala en varda. She had heard those words every evening of her childhood and never known what they meant.

"Can anyone learn to work the wards?" Brennan asked.

"Anyone can learn to draw the symbol. Anyone can learn to speak the words." Aldric's expression grew thoughtful. "But making them work—actually activating the protection—that requires something more. A gift, some call it. A sensitivity to the old agreements, the ancient pacts. Most hunters never develop it."

His eyes found Vespirina. "Some few have the gift naturally. It tends to run in families—particularly in families that have maintained the old traditions for generations."

The chamber filled with the scratch of chalk on slate and the murmur of initiates attempting the Old Tongue words. Most stumbled over the pronunciation, their tongues unused to the grinding consonants. Brennan tried three times, his brow furrowed in concentration, but the words came out wrong—too soft, too rushed.

Vespirina drew the circle first, then the vertical line, then the three horizontal marks—exactly as she had watched her mother do ten thousand times. The chalk moved without conscious thought, her hand remembering what her mind had never fully understood.

"Threshala en varda," she whispered.

The chalk lines began to glow.

Faint—barely visible in the torchlit chamber—but unmistakable. A soft luminescence traced the symbol she had drawn, pulsing once, twice, before fading back to ordinary chalk.

The room went silent.

Aldric crossed the room to stand beside her. He looked at the slate, then at her face, and something shifted in his expression—surprise, perhaps, or recognition.

"Well," he said quietly. "It seems your mother's legacy runs deeper than grief."

* * *
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PART TWO: THE FIRST YEAR

Winter came to the mountains like a siege.

Snow buried the fortress to its second story. The mountain paths became impassable, the world beyond reduced to howling wind and endless white. Training moved entirely indoors, to the carved chambers deep in the rock where torchlight replaced sunlight and the air tasted cold like ice.

Vespirina turned thirteen in the darkest month, though she told no one.

She marked the day by training alone until her arms shook and her lungs burned, then sat in the empty weapons hall and thought about her family. Her mother, who had tried so hard to teach her. Her father, who had always come home before dark. Tam, who was somewhere out there—alive or dead, human or monster.

A year since the attack. A year since she'd opened the door.

"You shouldn't be alone today."

She looked up. Brennan stood in the doorway, two cups of something steaming in his hands.

"How did you know?"

"Aldric reminded me when you arrived. Did the math." He crossed the hall and sat beside her, offering one of the cups. "It's just tea. The kitchen staff takes pity on me sometimes."

She took the cup. The warmth seeped into her cold fingers. "Why do you care?"

"Because someone should." He shrugged, that easy movement she'd come to recognize. "And because I know what it's like to mark the days. My father died when I was seven. Every year on that date, I come down here and train until I can't feel anything."

"Does it help?"

"No." He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "But it's better than pretending the day doesn't exist."

They sat in silence, drinking their tea, watching the torchlight flicker on the weapons-lined walls. When the bells rang for evening meal, Brennan stood and offered her his hand.

"Come on, ash girl. You can't hunt vampires on an empty stomach."

She took his hand.

* * *
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The weapons training intensified after midwinter.

Aldric introduced them to the real tools of the trade—not the wooden practice swords and blunted stakes, but the weapons that could actually kill. Gold-tipped bolts that cost more than a farmer earned in a year. Paitung blades that gleamed silver-white in the torchlight. Hand crossbows small enough to conceal beneath a cloak.

"You've trained with toys," Aldric said, laying out the arsenal on a long table. "Now you learn what makes the real ones special."

He picked up a bolt with a gold tip. "Gold. The purest killer. A gold blade, a gold bolt, a gold stake—any of these will destroy a vampire permanently if it pierces the skin and reaches the blood. The problem is cost. Gold is soft, difficult to work, and expensive beyond measure."

He set the bolt down and picked up another, tipped with silver-white metal. "Paitung. White copper, some call it, though it's neither white nor copper. It's an alloy—silver, copper, and something else, something found only in the Velmaran mines. It kills vampires as surely as gold but costs a tenth as much."

He went on—telling stories of the Velmaran smiths who worked in cavern-forges that had never seen sunlight, of the fog that blanketed the moors and hid things best left unfound, of metal that remembered how to hurt the darkness.

Vespirina listened to every word. She memorized the weight of each weapon, the balance, the way they felt in her hands. When Aldric dismissed the others, she stayed behind.

"I want more time with the crossbow," she said.

Aldric raised an eyebrow. "You're already training six hours a day."

"Then I'll make it seven."

He studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded.

"The crossbow is the weapon of patience," he said, handing her a training model. "It doesn't care how strong you are or how fast. It only cares about precision. Breathe. Focus. Let the bolt find its target."

She practiced until her fingers bled. Then she bandaged her hands and practiced some more.

* * *
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Spring came slowly to the mountains, and with it, the trials.

The Final Trial was the ritual that separated initiates from hunters. Each year, on the anniversary of their arrival, initiates were given the opportunity to attempt it. Pass, and you graduated to full hunter status. Fail but survive, and you returned to training for another year. Fail and die—well. That happened too.

Vespirina's first anniversary fell in late spring. She had trained for a year—longer hours than anyone else, harder than anyone expected. She was faster than initiates twice her age, more accurate with the crossbow, more deadly with a blade. She had the gift for ward magic. She could read opponents like texts, anticipating their moves before they made them.

She requested the trial.

Aldric refused.

"You're not ready," he said, his voice flat.

"I've trained harder than anyone. I'm better than—"

"You're thirteen years old." He cut her off without raising his voice. "You're skilled, yes. Gifted, even. But skill isn't everything. The trial isn't about defeating a vampire—it's about proving you can be trusted to operate alone, to make decisions in the field, to come back alive. You don't have the experience. You don't have the judgment."

"How will I get experience if you won't let me try?"

"By training. By learning. By growing up." His eyes were hard but not unkind. "I've watched children rush to the trial before they were ready. Most of them are dead. I won't watch it happen to you."

"This isn't your decision."

"No. It's the Council's. And I've already given them my recommendation." He stood, signaling the conversation was over. "You'll have your chance, Vespirina. But not this year. Not yet."

She wanted to argue. She wanted to scream, to throw something, to make him understand that every day she spent in this fortress was another day Tam spent in Nikolai's hands.

Instead, she said nothing. She went to the training hall. She practiced until she couldn't lift her arms.

* * *
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PART THREE: THE SECOND YEAR

The new girl arrived three weeks before Vespirina's fourteenth birthday.

She came through the barracks door at twilight, a canvas sack clutched to her chest, her dark eyes taking in the room with the wary assessment of someone who had learned not to trust first impressions. Her skin was olive-toned, her hair black and pulled back in a tight braid, and her accent when she spoke marked her immediately as Meridian—southern, educated, out of place.

"Another foundling," Garrett said from his bed, his voice carrying clearly through the room. He had never forgiven Vespirina for humiliating him nearly two years ago, but he had learned to keep his distance. Now he had a new target. "They're letting anyone in these days."

The new girl's eyes found Garrett, assessed him, dismissed him. She walked past his bed without acknowledging his existence and stopped at the only empty bunk—the one next to Vespirina's, in the coldest corner of the room.

"I'm Kira," she said, setting down her sack. Her voice was steady, controlled, revealing nothing.

"Vespirina."

"I know. They told me about you." Kira sat on the bed and began unpacking her meagre belongings. "The ash girl who staked a vampire at twelve. The foundling who beat every Legacy in the training hall." She glanced up, and something flickered in her dark eyes—not admiration exactly, but recognition. "They say you're the best in your cohort. They say you feel nothing."

"They say a lot of things."

"They also say you're the only one who might understand."

Vespirina studied the other girl. Kira couldn't have been more than thirteen, but her eyes were older—the eyes of someone who had seen things that couldn't be unseen.

"Understand what?"

Kira was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

"I'm from Solarra. The capital of Meridian—the white-walled city overlooking the Sapphire Bay. My family were merchants. Successful ones. We had a house in the upper district, servants, connections to the nobility." Her hands had stopped unpacking; they rested motionless on a folded shirt. "The educated elite in Solarra don't believe in vampires. They think they're northern superstition, peasant folklore. The wealthy have evolved past such concerns."

"But you know better."

"I know better now." Kira's jaw tightened. "The Court of Solarra—that's what they call themselves. Seraphine's children. They hide among the nobility, wearing silk and speaking in poetry. They convinced my father they were investors, interested in expanding our trading house. They visited for dinner. They smiled and laughed and charmed everyone at the table." Her voice had gone flat, empty. "They were feeding on our servants for months. We never noticed. The staff seemed tired, pale, but servants are always tired, aren't they? No one thought to ask why."

Vespirina said nothing. She understood the shape of this story. She understood its ending.

"When they decided we were more useful dead than alive—when they'd drained everything they wanted from our accounts and our connections—they came for us in the night." Kira met her eyes. "I hid in a wine barrel while they killed my parents, my brothers, everyone I'd ever loved. I heard everything. I couldn't see, but I heard."

"How did you escape?"

"They didn't think to check the wine cellar. Why would they? I was thirteen. I was nothing." A ghost of a smile crossed her face. "When I finally came out of that barrel, the house was empty. They'd taken everything of value and left the bodies for the servants to find—except there were no servants left to find them."
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