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  CHAPTER ONE




  ––––––––




  Darkness overwhelmed the night sky.  Clouds blocked out the starlight.  A lightning flash illuminated the rolling, grassy hills beneath.  The land was barren except, Castle Browmar sitting atop a hill in the distance.  Made of old stone, it was the only structure for miles.




  A man ran, stumbling up the hill.  Chainmail and light armor adorned his body.  Blood flowed from his neck and shoulders.  He stopped, fell to his knees on top of the hill and wept.  Lightning flashed, silhouetting two riders on horseback on the next hill.  The man looked at them, overjoyed.




  "God be praised," said the guard.




  He rose to his feet.




  "Please, help me," pled the guard.




  He ran to the next hill, searching for the riders.




  "Please," he yelled.




  Again, lightning cast light upon the horses but the riders were absent.  He paused shocked.




  "Hello?" called the guard, "Is anyone there?"




  Someone grabbed the guard on the shoulder from behind, turning him.  He gazed upward, falling to his knees in front of the tall rider, clutching at their leg.




  "Oh, thank you, Lord," the guard said, "Please, you must help me."




  The guard looked at the tall rider in front of him and to the other, short rider.  They wore dark cloaks with hoods.  Their faces were hidden by shadow.




  "Castle Browmar has been sacked by the Devil himself and his demons from Hell," the guard said.




  The man's fear could be felt through the cold rain.  He had barely got away with his life.




  "They have killed everyone," the guard cried. 




  The tall rider grabbed the guard's chin and turned his head to look at his wound, two distinct punctures side by side on his neck.




  The tall rider glanced toward the short rider and then the tall rider briefly looked upon the guard.  A metallic sound preceded the gurgling.  The guard's head dropped from his shoulders to the ground.  The tall rider wiped the blood soaked blade on the guards shoulder before the body joined its head.  The storm continued to rage above their heads as the riders moved to the castle.




  ––––––––




  Å




  ––––––––




  The riders walked down a poorly lit corridor.  They still wore the cloaks but now they were more defined.  The tall rider carried a bow and quiver full of arrows.  The bow was a thick recurve style with strange hieroglyphic designs on the body.  These same designs appeared on arrow shaft tops outside the quiver.  The short rider carried a halberd, with an added spike on the other end, slung over their shoulder.




  The inside of Castle Browmar was as cold and dark as the outside.  The rock walls were chipped and cobwebs covered their corners and the furnishings.  The muffled sound of thunder echoed down the old hall.  The smell of death caked the walls.  This place had become a tomb.  The tall rider smelled the foul air.  Their attention was drawn to the throne room.




  They made their way down the hall toward the grand throne room.  Sounds of life could be heard at their destination.  This was deceiving, for all life was gone from this castle.




  ––––––––




  Å




  ––––––––




  Dead bodies and blood covered the throne room.  Vampires feasted on the fallen knights and guards on a long banquet table.  Akron sat at the throne holding the king's severed head in his hand.  He removed the small crown and attempted to wear it.




  "You would think a king would have a larger head," Akron joked.




  Akron threw the head and crown to the floor.  Lago leapt from a balcony, landing in front of Akron.




  "Master, two riders have entered the castle," informed Lago.




  The vampires stopped their feasting and awaited Akron's answer.




  "Well, let us welcome our new guests," Akron said, "More food for the feast."




  The vampires laughed and moved into hiding.  Lago marched to the entry doors, taking a place in the shadows.




  The wooden doors creaked open with the stress of their weight.  The riders entered the throne room.  Thunder echoed from outside.  The pair spotted Akron on his new found throne.




  "Welcome travelers," Akron said.




  He held up his goblet.




  The riders scanned the carnage at their feet.  This was definitely more than one vampire.  They found the hive they had been tracking.




  "At least they didn't increase their numbers," the tall rider whispered to his companion.




  The tall rider surveyed the vaulted ceiling and tapestries, seeing slight movement.  He sniffed at the air.  His senses tuned to his prey.




  "More in the shadows," the short rider commented.




  Lago closed the doors behind them.  He dropped the cross bar, sealing the trap.




  The pair did not turn at this sound.  They knew Lago was there, just as, they knew this was a trap.  Every sound was heard moving above them.  Every blood soaked minion of Akron's was sensed as the riders entered.




  "Most assuredly," the tall rider affirmed to his partner.




  Vampires started to come into view, clinging to the ceiling and walls.  Eyes glowed as they entered the dim firelight.




  "How may I humbly help you?"  Akron asked with confidence.




  But this trap was for Akron.




  "My name is Alexander Damascus," the tall rider announced.




  A look of dread fell on Akron's face.  Alexander took his bow off his back.  Alexander and his female companion, Demetra, now removed their cloaks, dropping them to the floor, unveiling numerous knives and hatchets.




  Alexander was of Egyptian descent.  He had a sinewy build and long black hair with several native braids.  Demetra was from the Baltic, of slender build with short dark hair and features.




  "Now, you know why I have come," Alexander announced.




  Demetra moved her back against Alexander's.  They knew what to do.  This was what they did.  Exterminate the undead.




  "Yes...  Yes, I do," Akron spoke.




  His fear was apparent.  He was unsettled on the throne.




  "But you are outnumbered and I believe I have the advantage over you.  And some women," Akron said.  This was more for his confidence than a fact.




  His vampire soldiers moved out from the shadows along the walls.  Alexander scanned the enemy force around him.




  "Tell me where she is," Alexander said, "In exchange, I'll let you and your group go, for now."




  Akron laughed loudly.  His vampire soldiers surrounded Alexander and Demetra, closing on their position.  Demetra watched and gripped her halberd tightly.




  "Here they come," Demetra said to Alexander.




  He felt her move from his back.




  "Steady.  Not till they attack, remember," he said.




  Alexander locked eyes with Akron.  He moved his bow to the ready.




  "You chose this path," Alexander warned.




  Akron stared coldly at them.  Alexander glanced around the room at the advancing vampires.  Their fangs were exposed.  Claws dug in to the ceiling they clung to.  The pair waited patiently for the assault.




  The vampires launched their attack.  They rained down from the ceiling and walls upon Alexander and Demetra.




  "Now," Alexander yelled.




  Demetra moved into action, defending their rear.  Alexander retrieved two arrows from his quiver and drew the bow.  A vampire leapt at him, driven by its ravenous blood lust.  He fired the arrows.  They missed the vampire in front but hit their target; pinning Akron's shoulders to the throne.  Using the curved end of the bow stave, Alexander caught and threw the leaping vampire into two more approaching vampire.




  At the throne room entrance, two vampires bound upon Demetra.  The first, she caught in between the double edged spear blade of the halberd taking him to the ground.  She used the weapon to vault at the remaining vampire.  Blades locked out from her boot heels.  She landed, one leg thrust kicking the vampire's chest.  She hook kicked with the other slicing his throat.  The blades retracted.




  Lago saw this and his master nailed to the throne.  His retreat was swift as he climbed up the wall.  Finding an exit window, he glanced back to see the mayhem unfold.  Most of the vampire horde had already taken up their escape routes.




  Alexander crouched on a long table among the spent plates and goblets of the feast.  He held three arrows by the shaft in his mouth.  Rapidly reloading, he fired on vampires trying to escape.




  Two vampires stepped on the table, with swords in hand.  They thrust at Alexander.  He drew his hatchet and dagger.




  He scooped and deflected their advance with the hatchet, quickly stabbing one vampire in the throat.




  The remaining vampire tried to counter.  Alexander contacted his blade with his own.  Using the handle of the hatchet, Alexander head locked the vampire and threw him into the air.  His neck snapped before landing.  Demetra moved to the table side.




  "See what stragglers you can kill," Alexander ordered, "I have to talk to our friend."




  Alexander grabbed her as she attempted to leave.




  "Watch yourself," he added.




  She placed her hand gently on his.




  "Don't worry about me," she answered, "I can handle them."




  Demetra smiled, removed his hand and took off swiftly pursuing the retreating enemies.  Alexander walked toward Akron.  Akron struggled to free himself from his throne.




  "I gave you a chance to live," Alexander said as he pulled out a large blade dirk.




  "Now I will give you the chance to die, quickly," he said.




  Alexander held the dirk close to Akron.




  "Where is she?"  Alexander interrogated.




  "If I tell you, my life is done," Akron responded with fear in his voice.




  "Your life is already over," Alexander explained, "It is the means of your demise that you have control over."




  Akron snarled.




  ––––––––




  Å




  ––––––––




  The rain had ceased to fall.  Water flowed from the gables of the castle.  The gate of the castle was left wide open, a mark of it being deserted by its occupants.  Demetra stood on the outside wall with a leather wrapped spyglass held to her right eye.




  An agonizing scream broke the soft sound of flowing water, echoing through the hills.  Demetra turned, only for a moment.  She knew the pain's origin.  Back to her surveillance, she watched as Lago and a few others rode off over the hills.  Attached to their saddle bags were strips of cloth.  They floated freely in the wind of their escape.




  Demetra turned, hand to her weapon, as someone approached.  Alexander appeared at her flank.  She took her palm from her blade handle in relief.




  "It's more difficult catching you off guard," Alexander stated, with a grin, "Well done."




  He turned his nose toward the sky and inhaled.




  "I told you the strips would work," Demetra commented, "We should go."




  She put away her spyglass.  She was making ready for pursuit.  Alexander halted her.




  "We'll give them a day," he said, "The trail will stay strong.  Let it play into their confidence that they lost us."




  His hand lingered on her shoulder.  These moments have been occurring more frequently and she found that she enjoyed them.  He had always taken care of her but more as a teacher to his pupil.  This had begun to become different.  She watched Alexander as he hesitated.  He began to speak but turned to leave the castle wall.




  "Well done," he said, climbing down the ladder.




  Demetra smiled to herself.  She took pride in being Alexander's partner.  He was not accepting of everyone.  It kept his secrets where he wanted them.  With himself.




  CHAPTER TWO




  ––––––––




  The room was filled with moisture from the steam.  Like fog it cloaked its contents.  As it broke a woman could be seen bathing in a large bath.  The whole room was decorated with beautiful tapestries and made of marble.  Hers was not the only bath in the room.  It was reminiscent of Roman times.  Etchings were carved in the marble pillars.  A bath house fit for an emperor or an empress, someone of stature.  You could feel it in the steam that rose off the heated floor.  Torches illuminated one of the stone baths.  Flowers and candles surrounded a figure.  Queen Adrielle appeared; her long Viking blonde hair was done up so as not to get wet.  Her toned arms broke the liquid's surface.  The crimson fluid cascaded, dripping back into the bath.  She was soaking in blood.  Her daily rejuvenation ritual.  Her body was only an urn for her former self.  Now, it was a disguise never letting on to her true age or the beast that hungered within.




  With black dead eyes, Adrielle gazed at Eden.  Her black hair flowed over her shoulders.  Her bronze skin gave away her Egyptian descent.  She was Adrielle's subordinate.  She was always at her side for all her needs. She drank blood from a goblet and had the same darkened eyes.  They were bound with the hunger for blood and power.  Yet, her royal dress gave a sense that she answered only to the Queen.




  A messenger entered the bathhouse.  He bowed on one knee.  His lungs labored to collect the air he needed.  Both of the women's eyes turned human,  not as a disguise but to put their human servant at ease.  The man knew what they were.




  Adrielle turned her head toward the messenger.  She rose from the bath nude with a body that resembled the statues of the Goddesses of Greece.  Her eyes pierced toward the man, blue as the ocean and as deadly for tempting many men to their deaths.  He kept his gaze to the floor.




  "Pardon me Queen Adrielle but I have urgent news of Castle Browmar," the messenger began.




  Eden brought a robe to cover her, placing it around the Queen's shoulders.




  "What of Castle Browmar?" she inquired.




  The messenger kept his eyes downward, as he reported.




  "Browmar has fallen. The castle was sacked."




  "Sacked?  By whom?"




  "We are not sure, milady," he answered.




  "Does Lord Verucious know of this?" she asked.




  "Yes, my Queen," he explained, "His men are in route to Browmar, where he will join them."




  Adrielle placed her hand firmly on his head.  The messenger trembled beneath her hand.




  "Get word to him that I am sending aid," she ordered.




  Adrielle took her hand from the man's scalp and walked toward a vase of roses.




  "At once my Queen," he replied.




  He rose to his feet and retreated quickly from the room.




  "We cannot endure losing any more control of this region," Adrielle said, as she stroked the outside of the bouquet.




  "I am sure Verucious will thwart any other attempt of conquering your kingdom," Eden assured her.




  "I wish I was as certain," Adrielle said, "I must step up efforts to find my King."




  Eden moved to the side of her Queen.




  "We must admit that he is but a legend," Eden interjected.




  "It is what I desire," Adrielle said, eyeing Eden.  "I get what I desire, Eden."




  Adrielle picked a rose from the vase and inhaled the fragrance. Then she confessed.




  "I also desire your assistance at this time.”




  "I am at your disposal, my Queen," Eden answered.




  Eden knew this wouldn't be simple.  She also knew what was going to be asked of her.  Adrielle knew who sacked Browmar.  The hunter had been encroaching on their territory for months now.  He was skilled at killing their kind and evading Verucious, to his frustration.  Eden also knew this hunter well and the bloodline he came from.  Just wait, the order was coming.
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