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Prologue

Creatures of habit are those easily tamed by schedule. Some see these things as a constraining cage around one’s head. A schedule is a thing one must be a slave to; they fail to grasp that routine can be a virtue as well as vice. It is my regimented lifestyle that has kept me sane for so many years. 

I have been imprisoned in my ancestral home, bound here by magical means in such a way that I can never escape, until released. Finding a means to live with this was the largest challenge in my life. 

The first hundred years were pure torment. My imprisonment was a raw wound; an injustice that I could not accept as reality. 

Afterwards though, I began to accept. It is in this time that one’s spirit breaks, adapts to the confinement. I believe this is termed ‘institutionalization’. The following hundred years were spent with me trying to make order in this new life. It was actually somewhat bearable to create a schedule and live by it. I would celebrate each full moon, bask in the glory of the starlight (through the windows of my home, of course) and set tasks and goals for myself. 

For as much as I had thought those first decades were the hardest time, the following were even worse. The food ran out after my second century there. I was honestly surprised my 1
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blood reserves had lasted as long as they did. Then I fed on the rats that sought to invade my larder. Sadly, they wizened up after only a few years. Afterwards, the next interminable amount of years was a blur. 

Memories disintegrated into a slurry of gray mush. Pain, agony, exquisite as it was remarkable. Strings of gold hung in curtains of fecal matter. I dig through the eons of mush to find anything I can remember and I can’t. There are times I have to struggle to remember who I was before this imprisonment. I often spend days and weeks up in my study frantically writing down anything I can remember from my past. It didn’t take long to run out of parchment, so the walls provided. My study was now a madwoman’s lair with testaments to my having lived a free life stored within its bounds. 

Sometimes, I think it’s fiction. 

I had always assumed that hunger would be the most painful part of imprisonment, but the cycle of mania and sorrow was far worse. My mind was a constant betrayer, often convincing me of great falsehoods. I found my reason often robbed from me. 

My instincts to run and flee and hide took over. Dignity lay in tatters at my feet. The last few decades have been pure and utter chaos. Schedule could only do so much and I eventually gave in to the madness that clawed at my mind for years and years. 

No longer wandering my halls, I stalked them. Slinking along in inhuman ways. Whimpering at any loud sounds. Pouncing and hissing at imagined enemies. Eventually, I retreated into an almost entirely bestial manner. 

It all came to a head, I woke up to my now-regimented, strict, perfect lifestyle. I could only exist in such a tortured state or so long I had to reign in what I was letting free. I was a noble for gods’ sake. I had forgotten the importance of such 2
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discipline and suffered for many years as a result. Therefore, I have my schedule. First, I wake as the sun sets. It’s important to wake ready for the night. (Any laziness; such as sleeping in, is unacceptable.) Then, I have my breakfast which consists of me sitting in my dark, vacant dining room and staring at an empty plate for twenty minutes. Lastly, for the start of my night I change into my attire for the day (or…aforementioned night…) Dresses and robes have always been so boring to me. Too frilly, too soft. Other women looked lovely in them, to be sure. But I always had a flair for a more dashing look. I always preferred to make them guess, as it were. Besides, a pair of well polished boots and a fine jacket can be so eye-catching! Not exactly the most comfortable clothes, but, that’s fashion for you. 

I dress quickly for the rest of my schedule is very packed: I wander the halls of my ancestral manor. All my bloodline gone, only I remain; Lady Andraste Von Meade. I pace, and then when it is the right time, I climb the stairs to the highest window in the manor. It is there that I wail my sorrows. I like to give myself a good two hours for that task. 

By the time I am done, I am famished. So I retired to the dining room to eat nothing. After my filling meal of ‘fuck all’, I usually return to the library to read. Or sometimes I just lay down and sob uncontrollably. Ah, the life of a noble. After all of that, I usually pray for death. Or I go to sleep, whichever. 

With this listed out regiment, one can see how much it is needed in such a situation. I do not know why I have been imprisoned for so long. In some small glimmering part of my mind-meat, I recall this sentence only being for exactly two hundred years. Still, a long time for a vampire, but not exactly the most disruptive span of time to be removed from the world. 

However, by my tattered count, it has been nearly five hundred. 

3
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Something went wrong, and it is very likely I may be stuck here until I finally fade away into agonized nothingness. 

Tonight however, my schedule is broken. The murky black fog of my mind is scattered as my senses zero in on something. 

Ancient inputs fire, received by primal receptors. My brain alights with impulses I thought had turned to dust in the ages since I was free. I am happy to have my tranquility broken by this intruder. Glad to have something else in this life and mockery of life I find myself in. I take in a breath, catch the familiar scent: A human. A human with blood in their veins and screams in their throat. Both things are just waiting to be ripped from them by eager fangs. This is blissful. This is perfection. This will stave off the agony, if even for a bit. 

The energy granted to me from sheer excitement allows me to move with quickness not possessed of me for years. I climb along the support beams that frame the opulent central corridors. Out in the main hall, there it is. I take the time, perched in my safe elevation, to stalk my target. Savor the hunt and the tantalizing scent of blood. It is a woman, fit, older (for humans) and walks with a confidence seen only in a few. I take my time, both in pleasure of the hunt, as well as caution. 

Humans do not possess any of the supernatural capabilities that creatures of the night do. However, they are extremely dangerous: Cunning, resourceful, and capable of a bloodlust that few other peoples can reach. I’ve seen werewolves who possess more restraint than a human. 

I am amazed at myself. I am able to hold back and observe this individual without simply pouncing on them and tearing them apart like a beast. This is a good sign that perhaps I am not entirely lost, perhaps I am still capable of reason and intellect. 

This fills me with more hope than I had assumed. 
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A few observations: This woman is armed. I can smell the steel on them. No idea of sword, dagger or axe, but I can tell whatever weapons bear some enchantments. Interesting, my vision hones in, the lurid panic of pleasure wrestled aside in the name of reason. She is wearing a dark blue cloak, with a large white cross that stretches across the width of it. A hunter, possibly one in league with the courts? Doubly interesting. 

The next thing I notice is that she is navigating with no exterior light. My manor is largely unlit; most torches and burnable objects were consumed within my first few decades of imprisonment. Leaving it enrobed in delightful darkness. 

Impenetrable to even the most nightly eyes. Does this human have magical assistance? Perhaps her blood can unravel that mystery. My stomach twists in knots as excitement grips me. I feel alive. Colour has returned to my world and I greet it eagerly. 

Today is certainly one filled with curiosities. 

The scene unfolds in my mind’s eye: I drop down, I stab her, she dies, I feast. I note that it should be somewhat sexy and kind of makes me look really cool. There should be wind involved so my cape and hair flow so perfectly at this moment. These are very important details. 

Flowing smokey shadows enshroud my form, I feel the rush of movement as I drop down to ground level.The foggy mass spills out, and reconfigures itself into my normal shape ten paces from her. The hunter faces away from me, but her pause in steps and stance tell me she’s not the least bit surprised. How vexing, frankly. This was a stunning entrance that I had workshopped for many years. At least a gasp would be appreciated. 

She looks over her shoulder, I spy a bare hint of dark eyes, the expression only a sliver seen, but intense. I puff out my chest, draw my sword, and affix my most maddened grin. “You have 5
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come here only to meet your doom, human.” Not the most pithy line I’ve ever come up with, but I am extremely out of practice at this moment. 

This hunter, this unknown quantity, doesn’t react. She barely even moves. “You are not my quarry.” She says, her voice iron sharp and edged. “But I came here to see that your skills are put to use. Andraste Von Meade. War hero, baron of the vuln barony, expert blade master…you wear many hats.” A click and slight sliding of steel, I watch her unsheathe two short blades and hold them at her sides. The cloak obscures much, but I can still read the actions with my mind’s eye. 

My first actual interaction with a person in centuries. My words catch in my throat. I take a moment, sword still held defensively. “I have no idea what you speak of, prey.” I put a nice dollop of resentment on that last word. “I rightly reason that you came to the wrong place. I am no longer any of those things, all but my barest claim on these lands remain, this Manor.” I gesture to the room we are in. “Is still in my possession. I am but a prisoner here and that’s about the extent of my reach. So I have no idea what you seek here…except your doom!” I charge. The space between us blurs and shrinks as my supernatural speed breaks the gap in a flash. 

She is gone; and when I say gone, I mean gone. My sword tip meets only fabric. I have never seen a human move this fast, as I glance up to see her having leapt up. She arcs over my head. 

Everything moves in a beautiful, silken slow motion. Our eyes meet as she drifts above me, caught in the arc of her jump. I see her expression, cold and silent. Her lips pressed into a line. The moment is broken with a loud crunch at the back of my skull. 

It felt like my teeth were shattered. Too fast to tell, a snap of fingers or blink of an eye and the floor slams up to greet my face. 
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My vision is black for a second, but I blink my eyes open to be greeted with rotted-carpet, the scent stings of old dead mildew. 

I had always had an impression that the years had taken their toll on me. A vampire, a noble, is not affected by time. But hundreds of years starving, wasting away, it takes a cost. I feel slow, weak. The daring that surged through me was simply an illusion. Scrambling to my feet, I managed to barely get my guard up. Two flashes of steel are barely pushed aside by my blade. I don’t think; instincts and training took over. It is a battle of nerves and muscle memory now. This is a game I barely kept pace with. This is no game though, this is just like my battles in the war. Any mistake is not meant with a loss in points or chastising laughter, it is death I play against. 

This hunter was fast, damned fast. And skilled. This was not going to go well for me, I had to try and gain some ground here. 

We clash a few more times, my sword just barely fast enough to catch her blades. I put my boot to her gut and push her back, height and leverage grant me the space I need. “You are quite good.” 

“Would that I could say the same of you.” She shot back, her form now revealed from the discarded cloak. She’s wearing simple, well-made leathers and comfortable gear. I can tell her kit had been customized through the years for her specific use. Prepared: This hunter appears to be the kind to do so in abundance. “This farce will end though; my business is too urgent.” She bursts into a blur of speed. I can barely track the languid blues and blacks of her clothes. She is so fast my mind loses track of her for a moment. I can’t even raise a defense, she bypasses any reflex that I could possibly fire off. It dawns on me, in my vapid stupor:

She was toying with me. 

7
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Rage boils and pathetically gurgles into shame as I gasp out my surprise. I am unsure what she’s attacking me with, I only catch a glint of silver as I flailingly attempt to parry each strike. 

A sharp pain erupts in my chest; I grunt, try to talk, and feel my body go numb. The hunter holds me, wraps her free arm around me to catch my body as it falls. All the while, I feel distant. I am held by her, this mystery, this hunter that has just ended me. 

Held as if dipped in a dance. Funny, I am usually the dipper, not the dippee. 

I smile; the pain, the constant pain, is finally gone. 


*****

The night has the most delightful void around it. It is the absence of sunlight, a dark velvet canvas painted only by the brush of gentle moonlight. It is so beautiful. I always loved it over the gaudy daylight. I am a pureblood; a Noble born into the night. 

Met its embrace of birth. With my powers, I am still weakened by the day, but I can walk among it. Those brought into the life of a Noble cannot suffer even a glint of the rays of sun, it will burn them viciously. However, some of my kin prefer the day, even like it. That has never been my style. To me, everything looks tacky and lurid bathed in the light of the sun. 

This was not that. This was the darkness of sleep. A breaking from the torment of perception. It never lasts long, this time least of all. 

I regain my senses, and wake with a start. Jerking forward, I drew in a breath. My breathing restricts; and as I try to rub my face, I look down to note that I am bound to one of my chairs. It’s the very nice one that I often use to read. I glance up to confirm my suspicions and indeed, I am in my library. I sigh and roll my 8
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shoulders, flex my hands and feet to bring feeling back to the extremities. 

The figure of the hunter looms over the fireplace, which is now lit. I also note that all of the lanterns in the large room are lit as well. There is a table near me piled with books; it looks like she and I were here for a while. She is currently standing with her back to me, watching the fire. “The ropes are blessed, I would advise not struggling against them.” her voice cut through the silence, beautiful, deep, and laced with danger. Her form is mostly obscured by the stiff-shouldered cloak she had on at first. MY mind flits back to that fight. I was so slow. The years had decayed me much more than I thought they had. 

“Well, this is odd; a hunter with prey caught and no trophy. 

Why am I alive?” I look down at the wound in my chest, it has stopped bleeding, but the healing my kind usually enjoys is greatly slowed in my rotten state. “Why did you not finish the job? That seems….sloppy and you don’t strike me as such.” 

“Funny how that works.” The hunter placed a gloved hand on the mantle. She removed it, sliding her hand back under the cloak. For a moment I could swear she looks contemplative. 

“But I am not one for such bragging conversations. I have beaten you and now I can ask favors.” 

“Uh…no that’s not how it works. I am not some…” I sputter. 

“Prize. You can’t just beat me and get wishes!” 

“I know this, but I do have something that can be used for favors: Leverage.” She turned, her pacing steps brought her close to my chair. She seems so tall now, but if I was free I would tower over her. A small victory. “I offer you a prize that many could never: Freedom.” 

“You are a cursed fiend.” I gasp. “Do not say such things, I can endure many agonies, but such teasing is cruel.” 

9

WHERE THE PILLARS FELL

“I do not jest.” She said, still looking down at me. “Habitually. 

But also in this specific case; I am being serious.” She took a moment, watching me intently, then she sucked in a breath and continued. “This is not something that gives me pleasure to say: But you have been forgotten here, Andraste Von Meade. 

Someone, one of your ‘Noble’ Allies, left you here to rot. You must have made quite an enemy.” Another pause. “It has been four hundred and eighty five years since you have been imprisoned.” 

My guts feel like cold, dead ashes; long burned to nothing. I find words caught in my throat, all I can do is shake my head. 

When I finally speak my voice cracks, as if my throat was dry for decades. “I had guessed I was close to five hundred…I was supposed to be here only for twenty decades, what happened!? ” 

Ash turns to embers as my rage flares up again. How the hells was I robbed of so much time!? And for what bloody purpose!? 

“I do not know all of the details of this story, and it is yours to uncover. However…I am here on separate business and require your help. This is why I offer release in exchange for services rendered.” 

She speaks with a refined tone of professionality, not so much the snootiness engrained in those with money. Now that I am more up close and watching her outside of combat, I try to identify any signifiers of who she works for. I can’t really place anything, but the daggers she wears at her side are familiar. 

Sadly, my brain is far too sluggish to find what. I looked up at her, then nodded slowly. 

“I…would like a bit more information. I have no idea what exactly is going on.” I sigh “It seems in many ways as well, how much has the world changed?” The hunter holds up her hand as she walks back to the table. 
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“There are many matters to attend to this evening, so…I suppose the most merciful one would be to feed you.” Without being able to control it, I sit up. My attention is raptly on her. 

“You are a civilized being and thus, I can trust you now? It seems as if that semi-feral state has passed, yes?” She digs around in a satchel that had been set on the table. From it, she produces two vials. The liquid inside captivates me: blood. She turns to look at me. “Again: I can trust you, yes?” 

I nod. 

She walks over and uncorks one, tipping it to my mouth. All pride is destroyed as I suck and gulp at the glorious substance meeting my lips. As soon as it is ingested, my world blossoms. 

Color and light spill into the scene as if my mind was unable to comprehend what those things were before. Everything shimmers, everything is new…Ye gods, I need to dust in here. I rise from my seat and stretch my limbs. I have no idea whether the hunter released me from the roped or I freed myself. Time is a bit odd right now. Everything moves so fast and so slow. 

I watch motes of dust dance through the breeze, caught in the fire’s updraft. I feel my cheeks burning with a smile. Delight. A feeling that I have not touched in ages. The pain in my heart, the vice that had been crushing it for ages, releases. It takes me a few solid moments to realize that I was experiencing an absence of pain. So odd, to not be in complete agony. My body greeted the warmth eagerly. I looked at my hands, they looked so beautiful. So complex and simple in their design. 

The hunter is talking to me, I can’t focus on the words at the moment. I blink and force myself to narrow my perception to her only. “Should have taken this into consideration, are you able now, Andraste?” I nod and sigh. 

“Ah yes, I apologize, that was such a lurid display…It has been 11

WHERE THE PILLARS FELL

some time since I’ve fed.” I took time to straighten my clothes. 

Were they always this faded and drab? By the Night, I need my tailor. 

“No need. This situation is…entirely new to me as well. I have never encountered a Noble as…deprived as you have been. Truly cruel.” her breath came out in a sharp cut of exaltation. She turned back to the table and started to remove some papers from the bag. As I walk over to join her, I note that even walking feels easier now. I try to look over the papers, but my eyes are locked onto the next vial. Without looking at me, the Hunter handed it over to me. I grinned and downed it in one gulp. Were I of sound mind, I might have saved it for later, but no chance of such foresight now. 

“Ah.” I scan over the papers, now free of distractions. “A contract. Do you not trust me, hunter?” 

“Precisely that. I do not dare to place the burden of trust on you, Andraste.” 

I am unsure what to say and what not to say. What to agree to and what to refuse. This Hunter has given me grace and consideration that I do need to weigh into my verdict. I decided on a few things: The first is that I am utterly alone in this world right now, I need to look out for myself first. The second is that I am too curious to just let this go. The third is that I will be damned if I go back to my imprisonment again. 

“Fine.” I gesture to the table. “Present your case, and present your contract.” 

The Hunter draws in a breath. “Firstly, I need you to be aware that I am not holding your freedom as barter. After coming across here, and seeing this…” She makes a face, clearly of disgust. “Gross mis-handling of justice, I am compelled to free you on principle. Therefore my terms for your services are 12
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thusly:” The Hunter slides the contract over. “There is a beast that stalks these lands. Recently. Rumors started to spread a few weeks ago, and when they were confirmed, I was dispatched to rid the lands of it. I was curious as to why a local Noble named Andraste Von Meade was not made aware of such things. So, when I came here, I investigated your manor, and well…here we are. While you were out I prepared a fairly standard contract, as I know your kin appreciate such things.” She pauses, I realize in this moment that she is simply done talking. I blink. Amazing talents on display. 

“Hmm…” I read it over, it seems fairly legitimate, if simplistic. 

I look up at the Hunter. This human whose skills spread far and wide, but can’t hold a conversation to save her life. At least from what I can gather. I look back at the contract, fairly simple: In exchange for her help with this hunt I am granted a sum of gold that is customary to such endeavors. My coffers have not depleted at all in my imprisonment, but it’s more the gesture that matters to me. Ah, here is the interesting part. If I agree to this hunt, she will grant me one favor from her. I look back at her, my expression forcefully neutral. I do need answers if I am to make sense of this odd new world I find myself in. 

I drew in a breath and adjusted my clothes. “This is all well and good…but I am feeling ambitious and want to add an additional reward for myself.” I smile, the daring flame ignites in my chest. 

I step closer to her, watch as her eyes glint a bit. That little spark of recognition; the prey understanding its place. She pulls away from me as I back her into the wall. “You have special blood, very special. For completing this task of yours…I want a drink.” 

“I am sure your cellar still has some wine in it.” She answers, her voice thin. I laugh, baring my teeth ever so slightly. I can feel her shiver. The tables seem to have turned in a flash. I savor the 13
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feeling of power. Especially after years and years of humiliation and degradation. 

“Not the drink I was thinking of, and you know it.” I plant my hand against the wall, leaning in and using my height to further intimidate. The Hunter frowns and ducks under my arm to retreat back to the table. 

“You are brazen, but I can understand years of confinement doing that to someone.” She says hurriedly. I let her go, watching her. It is certainly an intriguing affair. Her ability to navigate with no lights, those reflexes and her scent of magic…

This Hunter is a mystery to solve. 

“I take that it’s a no, hmm?” She turns to glare at me. 

“I will not tolerate you treating me like some treat to be consumed. And I do not appreciate your…tepid advances.” I held my hands up at my sides and shrugged. 

“Fair enough. I accept these terms.” I strode back to the table, and with a flourish, signed my name. “You have a good eye for many things, I think we will be quite successful as a pair!” 

Taking the contract and rolling it up, the hunter tucked it back into the satchel. 

“Good, now onto business: We need to prepare the ritual in order to free you from the confines of this mansion. I will require a few reagents, both of the arcane and the mundane variety. I am sure that you will be able to provide?” With a Cheshire-cat grin, I strolled over to the window and partner the curtain.Laid out before me were the wooded fields that surround my home’s estate. I have not danced in the moonlight in centuries, I will relish the chance to do so again. 

“I grant you full permission to take what you wish from my stocks, if you cannot find anything here, I am sure the forest will provide. I would help to gather your required ingredients, but…” 
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I spread my hands out before me. “Well I am limited in where I can go, you see?” I turn back to smile at her. The Hunter, the witch, the whatever-she-was, only shook her head. It appears jests appealed to her as well as flirtations. 

“I would recommend you rest, I will take the day to prepare what I need and then we will enact the ritual the following night. 

Is that agreeable to you?” I dipped my head in a slight bow. I don’t know how she detected it, but I can already feel exhaustion overtake me. The rush of blood lust subsided and I felt my energy wither. The Hunter took her leave, perhaps she possessed a bit of social sense after all. 

My bedroom waited for me; and for the first time in a century, I eagerly look forward to sleep. The night has already passed, or at least a fair bit of it. As I lurch out of the study’s threshold, I hold my hand out to the Hunter. “Wait…I wanted to say you are free to use anything I have here. I am unsure that there is any food fit for your consumption…but by gesture I open what I have to you. Also, any of the rooms here are also free for your use.” 

Down the hallway, the Hunter stops mid pace. She turns around, and in the darkness takes on a beauty I did not think I would see again. The Hunter tips her hat to me and turns to walk down the hall. A busybody, that one. I snort out a soft laugh and walk to my room. It is only a short walk down the hallway to it, but it feels as if I am crossing leagues of distance. By the time I get to my room and beloved bed, I barely have the energy to flop down face first. 

I turned my head to the side and sighed happily. My belly is full for the first time in ages, I have a cause, I will be free. I smile as the moon’s light passes through my window. “A life again; a life…and what do I do with it?” 

15
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***

The day passes with barely any of my input. My sleep is long and peaceful. One of the first times I feel fully at rest in ages. I sleep in until nearly midnight. Rising just as the moon has crested at its apex, I indulge myself with a fresh wash up and clean clothing. 

It still amazed me that I had been stalking around my manor in practically tatters. I feel completely different already, absolute bliss plays out in my consciousness. As soon as that is done, I head down to the kitchens. 

One thing I never knew about myself is that I seem to delight at playing the hostess. It’s something that I haven’t had the chance to do earlier in my life. But, right now, I have a guest in my house and it’s important that I can at least see if there’s anything to feed her. As my steps carry me to the larder to check my stocks, I wonder what this mysterious hunter even likes…that is IF she actually likes anything. It strikes me that she seems like she only enjoys work, and even at that it is with the barest affections. 

Food for a Noble is something that we don’t really need, but some of us (myself included) like to indulge in. Blood is the main means by which we feed ourselves and renew our dark lives. 

Food is indulgence, blood is life. 

On that note, I did actually have some food stores in my ancestral home. Magically warded against the ravages of rot and time, I was able to prepare a simple breakfast for my guest. 

While cooking is not something I might know in my noble life, my master had taught me such basics of hospitality. He valued independence over all other things. I found myself thinking of him as I cook. It strikes me: Where is he now? Where is Abigail? 

Abigail, I feel a longing tear at my heart and fester deep within. 

Her name alone sparks so many feelings, and I cannot help but 16
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wonder about her fate as well. 

My master and Abigail. The two scholars for whom I was charged to protect in my life before imprisonment. I was a soldier, a commander and very talented combatant. My master, Lord Kedrick Vandermere, took me in and taught me so much. 

He made me realize I had more value to me than simply a brute with a blade. 

Abigail; one of the most brilliant minds I ever encountered. 

I fell in love with her so quickly it stunned me, and her beauty and grace will mark my soul forevermore. I should have never let things get so out of hand during the war. I should have never agreed to that treaty. I sigh and shake my head as I plate the final dish and bring it out to the table. 

The Hunter is already there, having been up for what seems like the entire time she has been here. Odd, dedication or some sort of arcane trickery? I am unsure but I want to find out. 

However, I let things stand as I sit at the table. The Hunter serves herself, definitely lacking in more refined graces, intriguing. 

“Well then I hope that my accommodations are satisfactory to you? I know that circumstances are…extreme, but I feel that should not be an excuse.” The hunter sits there, chewing thoughtfully on her food. I find an odd silly need to impress her. 

“I am no expert in such things; fineries and the like. But, I am grateful for your offered lodgings and food. I do not think the local villagers would be…welcoming of me.” 

“Oh, and how is that?” I ask, pouring myself some wine out of simple courtesy. The Hunter shifts in her seat, taking a moment to collect herself, it seems. 

“The beast that stalks their lands has instilled in them a…

rabid paranoia. In fact, it took me many nights simply to have a meeting with the mayor and to inquire of what was happening. 
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They were even more hesitant to mention you.” She gestures to me before continuing. “Something is odd, and not just the beast…regardless, I am thankful for your generosity.” 

I nod to her and set down my glass. More oddities, more mysteries. I shall be spending quite a bit of time solving them as the weeks go on, it seems. “I see…well yes of course, for the duration of this hunt; you are free to stay here, and feel free to use any of the facilities I have. A small workshop is all I can boast; but I hope it is enough.” I chuckle and trace a finger over my chin. “And my laboratory, it is in the basement and likely in VERY bad shape! However, again, what’s mine is yours.” 

“I have taken the liberty of looking both over; you have a decent stock of arcane ingredients. I am appreciative of that.” 

She adds. “Well then, as I said…While you have spent the day sleeping I have prepared the ritual for breaking the spell which binds you here. Hopefully, it will not be such a drain on you. I want to try and spend the night tracking this beast…each day we delay, more lives will be lost.” She ends her briefing by laying her palms on the table. I note that she is still wearing her cloak and hat. She looks about as absurd as a fully-armed hunter would look at any dinner party. 

I nod along as she talks, the plan fairly simple and yet life shatteringly massive. I will be free, I smile. It is at this moment that I realize I am smiling at such a dire briefing. I cleared my throat and swirled the wine in my glass. “Yes, of course, I agree fully. If you are confident that this ritual can be executed with the utmost haste, I am as well!” I offer my glass to her. “Well then; to success.” 

“Right. Here’s to success.” She holds her glass up as well, then clues in and softly clinks it against mine. I down my wine in a gulp and she sips at her water. 

18

PROLOGUE

“I was wondering.” I set my wine glass down. “Before we do this, could you…update me on what has been going on in the world since I have been imprisoned? It would be upsetting for me to be taken too off guard when I roam about the world again.” 

“I think I can understand this concern, yes.” She took a moment and thought. “There…might be alarming revelations, are you sure you are ready for such things?” 

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” I retorted. 

“A fair point.” She goes a bit quiet. I can see her collecting and collating her thoughts. Not one to charge in socially, she seems. 

“The Vampiric lords honored the treaty that came about and ended the war. My kin, the humans…honored it, but not for long. 

There was a brief skirmish, but we had…we had prepared. We struck out at the Nobles when they were celebrating the victory and managed to remove them from this entire peninsula.” She gestures gently, her hands so deft and capable as I had seen earlier. “These lands that your manor rests on are…currently in control of the human Kingdoms.” 

Soft breaths escape me, I puffed out a gasp as I tried my hardest to swallow all of this information: I was the one that pushed for peace between the humans and vampires. That was the reason I was imprisoned here, as part of the archaic terms of agreement, I was convinced to take what was supposed to be a slight home imprisonment. My fuming is broken by a soft cracking sound, I look down to notice my clenched hand has broken the fine glass. I look back at the hunter. “That would explain why a human hunter is able to so freely move through these lands.” She simply nods at my comment, graceful enough not to point out the broken glass sticking out of my hand. 

“It has been rather quiet as of late, aside from isolated upsets.” 
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She goes quiet. “I can tell you more, but it might come down to my lack of knowledge. I have spent much time simply focused on my calling.” I shake my head. 

“It is fine, I accept and appreciate what you can tell me. Well then…” Letting go of my glass, I look out the window. “It seems I have much to do in the coming days.” As I turn back to the hunter, I smile. “All of this you have given me, and I haven’t even asked your name.” 

My dining companion smiled as she averted her gaze from me and looked out the window “I think that for now it might be wise to call me Hunter. I know the expertise that you Nobles can possess, giving away one’s name is as dangerous as offering their blood.” 

As much as I would have appreciated the show of trust, I understood her point of view. I am basically a rogue noble with fangs and claws hungry for blood. Best to be cautious. “Well…I guess I can’t knock that. You are a cautious type, and we’ve just met. Seeing me in such a feral state…” I sigh. “I wouldn’t trust me with a name. Alright, Hunter, are we ready for this?” 

“You should eat.” She says, nodding to her now-finished meal. “But of course, I know that this well-made food will hold no real sustenance for you. So…” I catch the vial that is tossed in my direction before I am fully aware it was thrown. Blood. My heart flutters a bit at two pieces of information: Firstly, I felt pride that she called my food well-made and secondly, relief that my reflexes are far sharper. 

Again, I uncork it and swallow the contents. Warm sanguine delight rolls down my throat and spreads through my body. I let out a soft hum and sat back in my seat. It is not as much of a rush as before, so I am able to maintain more of my dignity. I casually run my hands down my shirt to check for wrinkles or 20
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errant folds. I look better, I feel better, I am alive again. 

“You will need to be at your most-hardy for this ritual, and…” 

Hunter walks up to me and holds an empty vial out. “I need some of your blood.” 

I scoff “First you give me blood, then you ask for some. Make up your mind, Hunter! Alright, for this to work…I am happy to help.” With that, I raised my hand, already cut from the glass. 

Picking out a few shards, allow the drips to fall into the vial. 

Noble, vampiric ‘blood’ is not exactly as pretty as living blood. 

Vampiric fluids are inky, murky and more viscous. I have to crush my hand closed with a bit more force to get more of it to dribble into the container “So, you seem to have many skills and talents-” I say conversationally. “-Not only can you fight as well as you do, but you seem to be fairly familiar with magic.” 

I caught the barest hint of a smile as she capped the vial and walked away. 

“I am simply trained by the church and with the grace of the Bannerless, I am able to perform my duties.” She answered as if it was instinct almost. A rehearsal given recital. Yet again, I have another thing to note of this mysterious hunter. While I have not met many of them, there have been a few clashes I have experienced with hunters. 

I rub my hand, the wound already healing with my vampiric gifts. Such things I do not have to worry about, I wondered how humans can even get by without such gifts. 

Hunter walked over to a table at the side of the dining room where she had set up her work space: A full chemistry set, some tools, instruments, and a variety of arcane implements. One of them was a cube resting on its corner, it was covered in runes and thrumming with an odd power. I can feel it in my veins, an odd pulling sensation. I’d never seen such a device before, 21
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but found myself wondering at its use. It could be some kind of arcane crucible, a tool for many arcanists to use in rituals. 

Though the make and details look different from the ones I used to encounter with my studies. If my guess is even right, that is. 

I watched her work, felt myself strengthen even more from the blood given to me. It was amazing how quickly my body was healing from the ravages of starvation and time. Hunter is quick to go through the motions of this ritual. After a moment, I grew bored so I paced to the main entrance. The central entrance of my manor was grand indeed; large doors that nearly match the height of the two story central hall. Imposing and darkly-coloured wood reinforced with iron fixtures, it is a lovely show of power to those entering my domain. As I walked up, my gaze flicked over to the hinges and fixtures; It looked as if it hadn’t been used in centuries. Interesting, therefore, Hunter must have broken into my house via another means. I know of two more entrances at the kitchens and rear rooms respectively. 

Just to try it, I placed my hand on the door’s surface. I could barely feel the texture of the wood, as the spell that bound me here crackled to life. It repelled my hand, sure as the day it was implemented. I remember back to the many, many times I tried to escape. Once I went mad with hunger, I savagely tore at the door, yet never left even a scratch. One day, I tried for so long my hands were ragged and bloody, leaving me sobbing on the floor. I shook my head, again another indignity brought to my mind’s eye. I swear, I would try to live past all of this. To put it behind me and make a life after all this was my main goal now. 

I sigh, silly of me to think that I could simply walk out. 

As if Hunter entering my life somehow can undo everything that happened to me. A queer thought. As I take the time to look around, I see that there’s already been some preparations 22
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taken on the doorway, which is the logical place to break this enchantment. I can’t remember much from when I was sentenced and brought to my ‘prison’, especially not enough to note how it would work. I only remember sadness and pain. I remember taking solace that my master and Abigail were spared this punishment. I felt pain in the back of my skull and had to grip my head in reaction. Were they a part of this? Come to think of it, what was my crime anyway? It all felt so assumed; wasn’t it to do with the treaty? But something else stabs at me and I have to let go of the thought. 

Hunter strode up to me, she had come alongside me without me even hearing. To be fair, my mind was occupied by the strange buzzing that seemed to bully out certain thoughts. 

Perhaps the previous years had done more damage than I had assumed…

She has a crystal in her hand, the colour of pure midnight’s sky. Her sleeve was rolled up to the shoulder. Taking out a quill, Hunter dips it into the vial of my blood, she starts to draw a sigil into her own arm, her work was smooth and skillful. It’s clear that she is a practiced hand at this. The sigils trail all the way up to the back of her hand, and flow up her arm. They are swirling and graceful in design, with harder-pointed elements along the edges of them. Arcane runes, but only a few arouse my recognition. 

Once she is done, Hunter puts the quill and vial away. Holding her sigiled hand out, she closes her eyes and chants a litany of arcane words. A blade of blood magic sprouts from her palm, shimmering and swirling with the remains of my own blood. I look up at her as she hoists it above her head. The curve and slickness of the blade was oddly appealing to my eyes. It looked like it took quite a bit of will and control to wield it and there 23
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seemed to be a slight sway to her grip. I couldn’t imagine how much it took to control such magics. Abigail used to tell me how much of the arcane arts involved control and discipline, every time I saw it in action my respect for her grew. 

Hunter swung the phantom blade in an arc, aimed directly at the door. The movement of her swing is fast and sure, as if the momentum built up in this moment can erupted to a head. She drove the blade against the door, and for a brief moment, the enchantments resisted. They hold. But slowly, ever so slowly the blade bit through. With a grunt and finally exertion of effort, she finished the cut, the spell shattered. I felt every inch of pressure that Hunter must have been feeling. My hands stung and I tasted copper in my mouth. I felt myself physically bracing myself against it in mimicry of her motions. We were akin to a puppet and her master; moving as one and mirrors of each other’s intent. 

My breath escapes me as the magics that bind my soul to this manor are unmade. A tug pulled me forward, towards the door, it was with such force that it pulled me off a foot. I had to flail my arms to re-balance myself and prevent it from knocking me to the floor. Just as I feel my feet back under me, an opposing force swept over me. It felt as if invisible hands were attempting to topple me over. This time, I let out a gasp as I tumble ass over teakettle. It takes a moment for the world to re-combobulate and for me to find out how my limbs worked again. I cough out a breath and righted myself. “Ah, by the Night that wasn’t exactly fun!” I stopped and looked around, catching Hunter’s gaze. “Did it work?” 

“I don’t know, you’ll have to test it, Andraste.” She countered. 

Well, that’s a fairly logical thing. My fear over whether it would work or not nearly caused me to forget what I was doing 24
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here. I walked over to the door and with great hesitation, reached for the handle. The door moves with a bit of force, but I am able to swing it open. Hinges scream with protest against their rust and decay. They still hold though, still work. I might have to hire a hand to repair and update a few things in my manor, that will be a great deal of work and hassle. Well, the seal that prevented me from touching the door was broken. It was now the final test; to see if I could step foot outside. I pondered over such things, but all those mundane thoughts are cast aside as I tried to cross the threshold. 

Nothing. 

No pain, no resistance. There was absolutely no hint of the enchantment that has been keeping me imprisoned for so long. 

A laugh erupted from my throat as I stepped through the portal. 

Another sound leaps from me, something of a yelping gasp. I rushed down the stone steps and stood at the front of my home. 

The night sky stretched above me; stars akin to shards of glass cast on a black blanket. Glorious and stupendous, but far more beautiful a sight than I was able to spy through my windows. My imprisonment robbed me of so much. 

With a bright laugh, I spun with my arms held out.The night air was a glorious sensation on my skin; the cold, beautiful sensation was like breathing again. Another laugh escaped my throat. It was like waking up from a nightmare into a lovely dream. I could taste perfume in the air, hear the chitter of bats in the sky. It almost felt as if they greeted me into the lovely splendors of the evening. The hour approached midnight, and the moon was hanging high. It was as beautiful as ever. 

‘Just as beautiful as you, Andraste.’ The memory flashed before my eyes, I stopped dead in my tracks. The phantasm of Abigail’s voice rings in my grey matters. I let out a slight groan, 25
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my arms flop to my sides and I simply stare up at it. “Abigail.” I utter. “What has become of you?” Hunter walked up to me and I turned to face her. “Ah…thank you, Hunter. You have given me back my life, and set me on a path that feels actually…hopeful for the first time in ages.” I bow to her. “I am now, more than ever, happy to fulfill the terms of my contract.” 

“Of which your release was not in any way a part of.” She adds, I wonder why she feels the need to do that. “These are separate occurrences, I need to be clear. I am simply righting a wrong, and now, we have a job to do, yes?” I wave her off. 

“Do not worry, your conscience is clear, Hunter. I would say the terms of my signing were dubious at best, but I don’t really care much for morals at present. Calm down.” 

“I am always calm.” She affirms. 

“Sure, sure. Maybe during this hunt, I’ll get to see your blood boil?” A slight twitch of Hunter’s brow; a sign of my slight victory. Maybe by the time this night is over, I can gain many more over here. This Hunter remains a puzzle I felt a need to solve. I wanted to see her tested; let’s see how this hunter hunts. 


***

Being subjected to such beauty in such a sudden way has a stunning effect. Even for one with such refined tastes as I, it can leave an impression. I am unsure how long I spent staring up at the night sky, but it was probably a few moments too much. 

Enough to make me look like a loon, I would wager. Standing in the fields that surround my manor, I closed my eyes and felt the wind through my hair for the first time in centuries. The lands of my ancestry were rather delightful. It was tragic that I ignored them for so long. I was too busy chasing a destiny laid out for me 26
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by my elders. Another achievement to pursue, another treasure to capture for myself, yet no time to enjoy what was gained. I strode forward and held my arms out, drinking in every little sensation presented to me. I spy a tree on one of the rises, its branches spread wide as if to welcome the dark sky. The sight brought a smile to my face. One of numerous smiles I have been wearing lately. 

Time to bring my attention to the matter at hand. I sighed and took appraisal of what my partner had: Hunter was dressed for war; prepared for a fight with super natural beings far more powerful than she. To say she was ready to go would be an understatement. I spy a variety of gadgets and relics designed for the doom of my kin. Aside from the silvered daggers she used against me. My hand went to recent wound, the imalement that oddly was the signal of my freedom. Another smile, another damned smile played on my lips. Well, she might be ready, but I needed some of my own tools. Against a human, I could simply use my hands. But with the urgency of Hunter’s situation, I could tell this is something far more. I needed my swords. 

I’ve never been proficient with most other tools of war. The use and operation of ranged weapons bored me. My studies with Master Kenrick left me with a decent array of spells at my disposal. But, my experiences are more with blood and contract magics, not exactly ideal for whipping out against a feral threat. 

Therefore, I fall back on what I know. I enjoy carrying a side sword alongside my rapier. Sometimes a cutting force is more required than stabbing. Both of them are enchanted; one with biting cold and the other with stinging electricity. Abigail did those for me. She told me that she needed to make sure I had all the tools at my disposal. 

My steps took me back to my manor quickly, I rushed through 27
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the corridors to sort out my gear. Almost as if I was afraid the enchantments would take hold and I would be imprisoned against. As I clipped the parrying dagger to my belt, I noted my hands shaking. I gripped them into fists. “Calm down Andraste.” 

She said under my breath. “This is real, it won’t go away, but calm down…” I nearly choked on tears that leaped up from my heart. I had to take a moment to clutch my chest and lean against a wall to let it all wash over me. 

By the time I made my way back to the front lobby, Hunter had come back inside. Maybe she wasn’t as comfortable just standing out in a field at night. Humans were so weird. “So… ” 

I broke the silence between us as I strode up, slipping on my gloves. “You never really explained how you could move that fast. When we first fought, that is. Also, the night vision.” I probe. 

“Magic. I prepared an enchantment or two before entering the manor.” Hunter states flatly. “I’m not surprised you couldn’t detect them. You were in a state when we first met.” That got a chuckle from me. Daily humor was the only way I could sanely look back on those times. 

“Yes, I must’ve been quite a sight. Well that’s what going years without blood does for you.” I paused. “It’s odd…we only met what? A night ago? Less than that? And yet those times feel so long ago.” I glance over as Hunter purses her lips and turns to me. 

“I do want to solve the grievous mistreatment of justice that befell you, or rather solve who was behind it.” I sighed. 

“One problem at a time, as we discussed before.” I say as I put on my familiar travel cloak. It was black as night, with a lining of blood red. “But…I shall take you up on that. We can discuss the exactness of such plans at a later date. All I want to do now 28
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is fix this other problem.” 

The few, effortless steps to and out of my door bring about queer sensations: I am free, I can just walk out, and I can do that at any time. I have a life. I needed to stop letting my mind wander to such silly thoughts all the time, but for now I allow it. 

Threads of magic pulled at me and the outside air was ripe with it. Now that I have more of my wits about me I can see and smell the magic that is all around us. I’d forgotten how very…common enchantment was in the air. Other scents mingle with it though, as I truly took them in. 

The chaos of input subsidies, and I looked over to Hunter as she fell into step with me. “The beast has been spotted a few times in the woods closer to the village.” She says, indicating the rough direction she wished us to travel. “If we enter the brush here, I think we can make our way around and alongside the assumed hunting grounds without being seen too much. 

I am unsure how well this thing can track. But none of the attacks have occurred in the woods, I can only assume it is not so masterful in knowing how to navigate them. Only that they offer cover.” I nod as Hunter talks, understanding now how very much she is committed to this path. Odd, I wished to now more of her, where she came from and what led her to this. I strongly assume those won’t be questions I can ask right now. Maybe if I do a few more favors for her? Perhaps, only time will tell me. 

“I understand, roughly. While I might not be a master of the woods, I think I can creep around and be relatively quiet.” 

“My heart is filled with doubt considering how much you seem to enjoy talking.” 

I snort out a soft laugh as we push our way into the boundaries of the woods. I was not an experienced tracker and my instincts tell me to follow her lead for a while. The most I know of the 29
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woods were my few camping trips when I was younger. And even then, it was mostly the servants doing the work. As we marched along, I pushed aside a branch. Hunter was moving faster than me, seeming to slip between any obstacle and move unimpeded. 

Frustration scraped at my skin, this human could be annoying just a ta. She plunged into the deepest brush; but as we picked our way along, she straightened into a narrow path. “An old deer hunting trail…” She says softly to herself. “We should push around here.” She pointed out to the horizon, or at least it would be if not obscured by woods. “And then curve around nearer the village; most of the attack occurred there.” I nodded as she directed us forward and down the path she indicated. 

The journey to what we hoped was the hunting ground took us a few hours. As we walked along, I found myself looking up at the stars. They still held such beauty to my eyes; but I was also tracking the time. Of which, there was not much. I had to make sure we finished this up before the sun rose across the horizon. 

I was a full blooded vampire, the sun holds no fear for me. But I was worried about the fiend we were tracking going to ground again, and another day wasted. It would be wiser for us to finish this up as soon as possible, I was sick of wasting any more time. 

I had had enough of it stolen from me. 

My keen eyes spotted something; a mote of dark magic clung to a strip of cloth. Wisps of smoke-like energies dissipated off of it. I walked up and plucked the cloth from the branch it was tangled in. “Hmm…” I run the material between finger and thumb contemplating. “This has the airs of necrotic magic? 

That…is odd for a mere beast. Hunter held her gloved hand out to me and I had it over. I rise to my feet and dust off my pants as I wait for her. She took out a vial and stuffed the cloth in, added some liquid and shook it. In a second’s time, the liquid begins 30
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to shift color to a sickly-bright red. 

“Vampiric.” Hunter murmurs, I can readily tell that she is so used to working alone, speaking aloud like that must be a habit. 

I recalled my moments of babbling incomprehensibility when things got the darkest. A tinge of empathy hits my heart for her. 

Back to the matters at hand. 

“Hmm…well, that is unfortunate, but not surprising.” I paused and looked at Hunter. “Wait, my people are still here right!? The village is-” I am cut off by a raised hand from Hunter. 

“If your people have been driven from your lands, I would have informed you of this, Andraste. No, you are right…this could be a victim, or…the killer’s…” I raised a brow at that, the shock hitting me. 

“This might be a revenant, is what you are implying? Either way, we have something close to a-” I stop myself as a tingle in the back of my mind wrings me from my conversation. My senses, now sharper than in years, alerted me to danger. My hand went to the handle of my sword, the wrappings felt cooler than usual. I would like to chalk that up to nerves; but I think it is something else. By instinct, my rapier’s cold energies start to thrum. As if the blade itself is reading for battle. I turned to Hunter, and noted that her breath came out in clouds. The temperature has dropped rapidly in just a moment. We both crouched low in the brush as I attempted to get a read on what triggered my senses. 

“An aura of death.” She says calmly. “That’s not usual for a revenant, that would explain the vampiric reaction…This cloth might be from it.” 

“It confirms what this is for sure.” I answer quietly. “At least there’s that.” 

“And that it’s stalking us.” Hunter adds. I sigh and nodded, 31
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closing my eyes to try and detect the creature. It is very likely that the revenant had been tracking us this whole time. I wager that a living being entering the woods probably triggered its instincts. I wonder how long it has been stalking us and how much quicker I might have noticed that if I had not been so debilitated. Damn it. 

Time is such an odd thing. When I was imprisoned, it moved with agonizing slowness. A speed that made glaciers look like race horses. My days; filled with time, lacking in substance. A millennium could have passed and I would have felt every second of it. Now however, it is the opposite. So much is happening in such a small sliver of time. In a matter of a day, I have met a new person, forged an alliance and set about a new path in life. After centuries of nothing, I had plans and a future. 

It was in one of those microscopic moments; those flashes of time, that the world changed again. A blur of movement hit me with enough force to knock the air from my lungs. Something big landed on me. It was massive, easily twice my size. With jaws like steel traps, it was set upon me. Colours were a swirling torrent, a river flooded; overpowering and impossible to fight. 

The speed at which we land is terrible, the weight of the thing even worse. I cried out as its claws bit into my shoulders as it pinned me down. 

“Can I PLEASE get some assistance here!?” My throat felt hoarse from the yelling. A long time of barely talking took its toll on me. It also didn’t help that I nearly choked on the stink of this beast’s breath. A squelching squeal emanated from it and it pulled away from my vision. Looks like Hunter was fast to come to my beck and call. I really liked this human, she was growing on me. 

Only needing a breath of time to recover, I rolled away and 32
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drew my sword. Blue-light energy flashed from the tip of the blade as it was quickly wreathed in frozen energy. The light emanating from my magical blade illuminates the area in a grim light. Now that I have a slight bit of distance I can see the creature before me. Humanoid, or one that had been elongated. Limbs were bent and unnatural, with ragged wings from the arms and hands that ended in long talons. The mouth is twisted into that of a beast-like shape, rows of needle-like teeth with thin lips stretch over them. It howls and screeches under Hunter’s assault. Hunter is atop it, stabbing her daggers into its hide. 

I took a second, gathered my strength, and charged forward. 

The distance closed as if it was nothing. Ancient training and vampiric gifts merged and my speed feels more like how it was. 

I was coming back, I was returning from the ragged, sorry state I had been in before. I greeted it as eagerly as I had the Night. 

Everything moved in such beautiful liquid-slow motion as I darted past Hunter’s flailing form, I thrust out, steel meets flesh, a small piercing that I drove in further. 

The revenant shrieked as it swiped a massive clawed-hand at me. The thing’s speed was so great I barely had the time to evade it. Displaced air gently caressed my face and I watched as the claw swung in sickly-slow motion across the space where I once was. On my backfoot, the creature is cunning enough to know to press the attack. A flurry of claws and teeth impacted upon me. I was able to parry a few of the blows, but some strike true. 

It made a mistake though, blood lust; how many of us succumb to it? It struck forth to try and bite my head off. Movement blurred as I ducked down low and thrust my arm out. The blade; a pick-prick point, pierced through flesh and bone alike. The cold point of my rapier drove up and through its head piercing 33
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the upper palate and out the crown of its skull. 

A gush of vitriolic black fluid erupted from its mouth. It choked and gagged, tried to bite down on my arm, but ultimately failed. 

I can hear Hunter rush up to my side. Her arms wrap around me, trying to pull me away from the beast’s death throes. I heard the whistling of its claws as it futilely swiped at me. Pure savagery with no remnants of anything resembling my kin. I grabbed at the back of its mane with my free hand and strained against its resistant force. With a final grunt of effort, I twisted with all my strength and broke its neck. 

The forest fell silent and I took a moment to catch my breath. 

That is, until the hulking form of the Revenant, now robbed of its life, collapsed on top of me. “Fuck!” I can’t help but exclaim as I am pinned under the deadly form. “Hunter! Try actually pulling me out please!?” I yelled up at her. HUnter stood over me, frowned and leaned forward to grasp my arm and help me up. 

I am covered in gore, my fine new clothes completely ruined. 

That was partly my fault, as I came into this endeavor wearing finery. Well, I’ll have to take this as a personal loss. Best to be dignified even in defeat. That does not stop me from letting out a groan of disgust however. Before I can lodge any more complaints, something caught my eye. 

Just then, something caught my eye; a minuscule, glittering silver light. I blinked and spotted it; tangled in the fur of this beast’s mane. I crouched down, carefully inspecting it, I ran my fingers through the knotted fur and finally managed to dig the small treasure out. Tangled in its fur was a small locket and chain. Silvered and made with the finest hands. I knew this because I recognized this locket. 

It was the locket I gave Abigail. 
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I clutched it tightly. The weight of it felt tenfold, I swore I could feel a cold sting of the metal even through my gloves. The name punched from my lips, breath knocked out on the shock of the moment. “Abigail.” Uttered like it was a nonsense word. 

“Abigail” repeated with bloody pained tones. I rushed to the body, collapsing down at it to wrap my arms around the neck of the beast—Abigail’s—body. I could sense Hunter’s confusion and nervousness as I buried my face into the sickly fur around Abigail’s neck. 

The pain. The loss. All of it flowed out of me. I was able to endure losing all that time. My dignity, I could part with and accept the feral state I had been put into. All of that I could endure. But knowing that something so horrible happened to the woman I loved while I was locked away here? It was far too much to take. My mind and body had been driven to frantic levels with all of the changes thrust upon them and this was the step too far. Hunter came up beside me, I can’t feel her, I can’t smell or hear her. I can only look at the tiny gift I gave to a wonderful phenomenon of a woman long ago. 

Habit was my fortress for centuries, it was what kept me alive and sane for all those years. Habit and schedule will be my fortress once more. It shall guide me and protect me. “It’s nearly dinner time.” I said mutely. “I think…I think I have had enough excitement for one night.” My voice felt listless, I couldn’t summon up more than the most bland tone for any words. I stood, and bent down, gathering most of her body under me, I lifted Abigail up across my shoulders. My usual strength seemed to be returning just as my quickness had. “Abigail and I must retire. You have given us much, Hunter and I have filled my half of this bargain; the contract is thus fulfilled.” 

“I agree.” She took the contract from under her robes to hand 35
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to me. She hesitated. “Irene. Call me Irene.” I smiled a bit, despite the fatigue that had suddenly overwhelmed me. Despite all of the pain I was feeling at this moment. I still smile at the offering. 

“Irene? It fits you. Well then Irene. This was…eventful. Come to my manor whenever you need me, I would be happy to help you.” I take a moment to adjust Abigail’s body; the mystery of what happened to her would have to be addressed. But I also had to see about some spirit weaving. There was no way that she would be gone to the other side, and if I could catch her, I could bring Abigail back into another body. Another matter for another time. I had to rest, then fix this. Abigail and I will find out who the hells did this and make them pay with their blood. 

There was so much to do, so much I was able to do now. Time stretched before me. 

I stop and turn back to Irene. “Ah but uh…knock next time, please?” 

Irene tipped her hat to me and turned to leave herself. She is so quick and sure of her path that it takes only a second before Irene is fully out of my sight. I caught the slight sounds of her making her way through the woods, then nothing. Only the silence of the night and songs of those that predate now. Irene leaves me in this small clearing, with Abigail on my back and many, many things on my mind. A hunter is now my ally, certainly queerer things have transpired? Certainly not for me. 

I sighed and shifted Abigail a bit, turned to the edge of the forest, and started off. It only takes us a little while before we reach the clearing. The barrier between civilized lands and the wilds. The wind rises up to kiss my sweat-stained skin and I cannot help but draw in a breath of beautiful crisp air. 

In these lands, the night lasted for many more hours than the 36
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day. It was a land of plentiful horrors, but equal delights. For four hundred years, I have been robbed of either of them. This night has changed everything, and I am more than eager to meet this change. I have been a fierce soldier, a warrior, a general and a noble. Now, I shall take on a new mantle. I shall avenge my losses. Not just mine as well, but Abigail and my master’s. If Abigail’s fate is anything to go by, they have not been spared a sickly fate. Perhaps it was even my fault, but that does not matter now. The nights are mine again, and I shall make the best of them I can. 

“Come Abigail, let us head into this fine evening.” 

END
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Rita is a nerd who fell in love with horror movies when she was very young. The old black and white UFO movies terrified her, and she just kept coming back. Vampires, ghosts, werewolves all became icons of power for her as she navigated early life. Now, the macabre is her comfort, the gruesome her fascination. So, after writing a fantasy novel, she decided to return to her old love and write something with a Gothic, tragic, morbid twist to it. 

You can connect with me on:

https://twitter.com/ScaryAlu
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Also by Rita-Audrey Crawford

Cities: On the act of rebuilding

https://scaryalu.itch.io/cities

In a fantastical world that had long ago suffered its death; magic torn from it in some ancient, violent occurrence, the cities stand. Isolated from the wastelands they serve as a last bastion of society. 

Adriana is a young magi in this world, struggling to maintain her stoic life of detachments. She is a fixer for a powerful crime family, leashed by her handler, and hoping for some escape. That salvation might come in the form of an intruder into her safe life. Or, her wants might be her doom. 
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