
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The flames of desire don’t always have to burn.

	 

	 

	Kaiden’s world has been utterly upended. The former alcoholic turned thrall is now a vampire... with undreamed of powers. How is this possible and what does it mean? Can he be mankind’s hope to free them from their degrading servitude to their bloodsucking masters? Just what kind of vampire is he, and what are the limits of his abilities?

	Kaiden’s feelings for his hunter companion, Johann, have grown stronger. He knows Johann has feelings for him as well, and would gladly push their relationship to the next level. But Kaiden doesn’t dare, afraid that once he tastes Johann’s sweet, beckoning blood, he won’t be able to stop himself until it’s too late.

	As Kaiden and Johann scour the countryside for vampires and for answers to Kaiden’s questions, Kaiden is forced to come to some self-realizations which can either make him or break him. Is he any better than the vampiric overlords, or is he doomed to become just like them? Will the blood he needs to defeat them cause him to lose what little humanity he still possesses?

	 


The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

	Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	Vampire

	Copyright © 2021 Ravon Silvius

	ISBN: 978-1-4874-3182-2

	Cover art by Martine Jardin

	 

	All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

	 

	Published by eXtasy Books Inc or

	Devine Destinies, an imprint of eXtasy Books Inc

	[image: Image]

	Look for us online at:

	www.eXtasybooks.com or www.devinedestinies.com

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Vampire

	Fallen Empire Trilogy Book 2

	 

	 

	By

	 

	 

	Ravon Silvius

	 



Chapter One

	 

	 

	Wagon wheels creaked in the distance, the steady clopping of hooves growing closer.

	My prey heard it too. The vampire stood in darkness. But to my eyes he was obvious—silhouetted in both the pale light of the waning moon and the reflected moonlight from the snow.

	I licked my lips. This would be a good hunt. I was so tired of the foul-tasting blood of thralls. A few of the mindless bloodsuckers growled far in the distance, loud to my ears but probably inaudible to the human next to me.

	Johann tilted his head, his brown eyes meeting mine. My hunger pulsed in time with his heart. His delicious scent—maleness and pine and soap—made my mouth water.

	I gave him a nod and re-focused on the vampire. I could never have Johann’s blood, no matter how good he smelled.

	I had waited too long to eat. I should have drunk from the thralls we killed earlier, but I hated their taste. A vampire, though... I hadn’t bitten one of those since Dimresh. A vampire’s blood would be sweet, filling, delicious.

	Almost like human.

	I shifted, a movement so slight it didn’t disturb the snow beneath us. The weather was so cold that ice would crunch beneath my feet if I wasn’t careful. We would attack soon. I didn’t have long to wait.

	The usual sounds of a winter night were broken by the thralls growling again, louder this time, and then by the frenzied whinny of two horses. Johann tensed next to me, but his heart beat steadily. He knew the plan. We both did.

	The constant clop of hooves became a drumbeat on the dirt road, and wood creaked in accompaniment. “Whoa!” someone shouted, and reins snapped. The sounds grew louder, the wagon appearing around the bend, the dark forms of thralls leaping after it. Herding their prey to their master.

	I licked my lips. My fangs grew long. I was so hungry.

	My nostrils flared at the acrid scent of horse-sweat and animal fear that broke through the cold scent of ice and dormant trees. One of the horses bucked and reared in its traces. The driver screamed as the wagon rocked and began to tilt. Small objects fell. They rolled onto the snow.

	The vampire made his move, moonlight flashing on silver hair. And I made mine.

	“By my blood, bind him to the earth,” I said under my breath. I leaped forward, faster than the thralls who were leaping for the blood of the horses. Faster than their vampire master who was moving to bite the wagon driver. Johann moved like molasses next to me as he raised his stakeshooter and aimed it at the thralls.

	The vampire was old, with wrinkled skin and silver hair, but he had the same look as every other weak vampire without a true territory any greater than a mere patch of road to call their own. Hunger showed in his open mouth and bared fangs, but also nothingness. A calculating gaze fixated on the human wagon driver that let me know he thought of the defenseless man as nothing more than food.

	I wondered who had turned this vampire, and why. But I only wondered for a moment as I slammed into him just as he turned to face me.

	Snow and chips of ice sprayed beneath my feet as I skidded to a stop, my sharp fingernails digging into the vampire’s arms. Behind us the first twang of Johann’s stakeshooter rang out, and a thrall growled as it died.

	The vampire’s eyes went wide, just like the eyes of the first vampire I had ever attacked, the whites showing even whiter with the reflection of the moonlight off the snow. “What are you doing here?” he asked, even as sharp claws raked against the skin of my wrists, the vampire struggling to free himself.

	I held on tighter, ignoring the lines of pain he was drawing along my arms. Behind me, the thralls growled as one. Two more shots rang out.

	“Where is the other vampire den?” I growled, ignoring his question. Johann had said to talk to him, to question him. There were two vampires hunting here in the area. But hunger roared in my ears and my nostrils flared. This vampire didn’t smell like rot, like thrall. He would taste so good.

	He curled his upper lip. “Adrian’s den is farther. But this is my patch of road. You can’t—”

	I sank my fangs into him before he could finish his threat. Blood filled my mouth. His two remaining thralls screamed. They were silenced by Johann’s shots while I drank.

	I probably could have questioned him more. No, I definitely should have. But his blood tasted so good, and I was so hungry. I drank greedily. The scratches on my arms healed within seconds as the vampire in my grip weakened. The taste wasn’t as good as I had hoped—this vampire was no Dimresh. And he wasn’t human. His blood didn’t hold a candle to the taste of Johann’s blood in my dreams and fantasies. But his fluid went down smooth, the taste filling and rich. So much better than thrall.

	There was no sign of his death, no heart to stop beating. He simply ceased struggling.

	We weren’t alive, after all.

	I enjoyed the luscious taste, the vampire blood like fine wine, until a dry voice shot through my enjoyment. “That seems like a treat for you, Kaiden,” Johann said from behind me.

	I lifted my head from the vampire’s neck and licked the last of the blood off my lips. I had drained him nearly dry, and I had not wasted a single drop. “Vampire blood tastes good,” I said. “Better than thrall.” Thrall’s blood was disgusting, flavored with rot and filth, but I wouldn’t tell Johann that. Thrall’s blood was all I had. This was the first vampire we’d seen since Dimresh.

	I blinked as I swallowed the last mouthful. We had made a plan. And now our only source of information was... well, I supposed dead was the best word for him.

	“Did he give any good information?” Johann asked. “Where’s the other vampire den?”

	With my stomach full, I doubly regretted not trying to question the vampire more. “It’s owned by Adrian,” I said. “And he said that this patch of the road was his.”

	“That’s all?”

	“That’s all. I... bit him after that.”

	Johann frowned, and my stomach twisted. I was supposed to be a hunter, like Johann. I could resist human blood—I had to. But when faced with something available that would taste good, after weeks of what would be the equivalent of drinking rotten milk for a human...

	I didn’t want to be like them. “I’ll do better next time,” I promised. “My... my hunger got the better of me.”

	“That’s all right.” Johann sighed, and I hated that he sounded disappointed. Disappointed in me. “At least we know the name now. Adrian. I suppose he must claim some other stretch of road near here. We can scout farther ahead and look for any signs of his territory. Next time, though, maybe fill up on thrall first, eh Kaiden?”

	I stifled a grimace. The thought of drinking more foul thrall blood after tasting that was sickening.

	No. At least it would keep me alive. Well, as alive as I could be. And I couldn’t bite a human. I couldn’t risk turning anyone into a thrall. What I had been.

	“Don’t worry. You’re doing well, Kaiden,” Johann said. I didn’t believe him.

	“Oy!” A voice called out of the dark. “Hunters!” The wagon driver leaped down from his seat as he grabbed the reins in an effort to calm the still jittery horses. “Was that it? I led you right to where the others said they saw the bodies. You got him, right?”

	“C’mon, Kaiden,” Johann said. I frowned, but followed. This was part of my training too, interacting with the people I helped protect from vampires like me. I had lived in a village once, though I barely remembered my life from before. But to be normal, to fit in among humans... that would be nice. Matilda would approve. At least, I thought she would. I wished I remembered more of her lessons... more of her.

	The man smiled when he saw Johann, and clapped him on the shoulder as he drew near. The driver was old, a wiry man with white hair. “Name’s Aldrose,” he said. “Peter said you two could handle vampires, but when he told me the plan I thought he was crazy. Drive up an unused dangerous part of the merchant road going right past a known vampire den? Alone? My friends always said I was too impulsive for my own good. But there you were.” His gaze slipped past Johann, to me. “Is that him?”

	“That’s him,” Johann said. He turned, his gaze urging me on. I felt like a sullen child all of a sudden, someone urged to be social even though they were shy. “Greetings,” I said, making sure my fangs didn’t show.

	“I’ll be,” Aldrose said. “You’re really one of them?”

	“If you mean a vampire, yes,” I said. “If you mean like them in other ways... then no.”

	“I’ve seen a lot on the road,” Aldrose said, “but never vampires hunting other vampires. ‘Cept for the legend outta Brusque, but that’s just a story.”

	Johann perked up. “You’ve heard the legend of Lucien?”

	Excitement kindled in my chest too.

	“Only bits and pieces from the road. We merchants talk a lot. But yes. It’s the old story of the vampire who killed his maker and then died of hunger instead of eating humans.”

	I frowned. He hadn’t died from hunger, at least not in the version Johann told.

	“Well, Kaiden here isn’t going to die from hunger.” As Johann spoke, small tufts of snow began to fall. “He’s helping us keep the roads safe.”

	I stepped forward and couldn’t help but notice the tension that entered the merchant as I did so, the way his heart rate picked up. “Do you travel to Penthorn?” I asked.

	“Not usually,” he said. “Too dangerous there. Not even I’m crazy enough to enter a village where a vampire eats someone every week.”

	“Not anymore,” I said. “Dimresh—that was the vampire there—is dead. You should bring goods there. People will need them.”

	“I imagine so,” Aldrose said, nodding. “Tell you what, Mr. Vampire. After the meet tomorrow afternoon, I’ll head back and bring goods to Penthorn. I, uh, can’t exactly reward you much any other way.” He gave a nervous laugh.

	“The meet?” Johann said. “Up in Three Oaks? Isn’t it early in the year for that?”

	“You know it, aye?” Aldrose said. “Didn’t think a hunter would. But it’s not in Three Oaks any longer. We change the location and date every year for the past ten years or so. To avoid too many people in one place, tempting the bloodsuckers. Uh, no offense to those present.”

	I just shrugged. I couldn’t blame them. Frankly, the very idea of a lot of humans in one place was appetizing, and I hated that the thought had crossed my mind. I didn’t even need human blood. I just... wanted it. That would be better than even vampire.

	“I wasn’t always a hunter,” Johann said. “I grew up on the road for part of the year, and I have fond memories of the annual meet.” A hint of wistfulness entered his voice, which made me wonder. I knew he missed his parents, but it had never occurred to me that he might miss that sort of life.

	“A merchant’s son, were you?” Aldrose said. He bowed his head. “Lose your parents to vampires?”

	“To Lasren,” Johann said, and his jaw clenched on the name. I hated the name too, and hated how the very mention caused Johann to tense in a combination of anger and sadness.

	“Not surprising, that one,” Aldrose said. “Latest news is he’s claimed two cities now, Brusque and Wollasque, which was his original. His territory has no thralls, or so I hear. He has vampire guards instead. Not a place anyone sane enters at night. I mean these days, of course,” he added hurriedly. “Back in the day, it was safe. I still remember the lights.” He sighed, his breath pluming in the cold air. “Then again, even the stretches of road this far from the capital are becoming less and less safe.”

	“We intend to change that,” Johann said. “Little by little.”

	“I’ll leave you to that. But for now, we’d best get back. I agreed to be the bait for your little vampire killing expedition, but I’d like to be safe back at the barracks the rest of the night so I can leave in the morning.” He patted one of the horses on the nose. “I’m sure these two would like to rest too after that scare.”

	Johann nodded, then met my eyes. “What do you think, Kaiden? I know it wouldn’t mean much hunting for you.”

	“It’s fine.” I didn’t need rest, but humans did. And Johann was still recovering from his injuries from fighting Dimresh. He hid it well, but his breaths were pulled shallow at times.

	“Excellent!” Aldrose moved to his wagon and fished a bottle out of the bag on the seat. “Just a little thanks for protecting me. Here.” He tossed the bottle to Johann, and even through the stopper and the cold of the winter air, I could smell the fiery brandy. “From the brewery near Hopton. Best they have. Enjoy it when we get back for a job well done.”

	Johann nodded to Aldrose. “Thank you.”

	Once I would have enjoyed it too. But that old pleasure, and once obsession, was lost to me now. Even with the way drink had once ruled and ruined my life, I would gladly take that over the hunger for blood.

	Aldrose hopped back into his wagon, slapping the reins to get the horses moving. Johann joined him.

	I stepped out of the way of the horses, their nostrils flared and ears pinned back as they passed me.

	“C’mon, Kaiden,” Johann said. “Keep alert. I know you got your meal, but we can keep an eye out for any thralls on the way back.”

	I nodded. I didn’t need to worry about the past and what I had lost. I had a future here. Once I proved to myself I could kill vampires effectively, and control my hunger, I could do better. Protecting merchants and roads was one thing. But I wanted more, for both me and Johann.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I stayed downwind of the tempting scent of Johann, ranging ahead of the wagon. Their conversation carried over the usual cracking branches and faint rustles of the winter forest.

	“So tell me about... him,” Aldrose said. “He’s really a vampire?”

	“He is,” Johann said. “He was a thrall, once.”

	“A thrall? You mean those mindless ones, the ones with the black eyes?”

	“Yes. Well... not quite. He was always different. Special.”

	My jaw tensed. I both loved and hated it when he spoke that way.

	Aldrose must have picked up on it too. “You sound oddly fond of a vampire. For a hunter, I mean.”

	When Johann cleared his throat, I could picture in my mind’s eye the pleasing image of his blush. “I mean special as in intelligent. And now he’s one of our best hunters. I mean, he has to be—no one else can compare. It would have taken an entire squad of us to kill that vampire without him. Now we can patrol farther and protect longer stretches of the road. And we can bring the fight to the vampires like that one—whatever his name was. Kaiden is still learning, but I trust he’ll get even better with time.”

	Fondness entered his voice again. He was bad at hiding it. I paused from my spot behind the trunk of a leaf-bare tree, longing for what I couldn’t have.

	I had been a vampire for a month now. A thrall two months before that. For the vampires who had lived centuries, I must seem little more than a foolish amateur. Today I had killed one, in a fit of hunger, when I should have questioned him. The only way I could learn was by talking to one, wasn’t it? Hunters didn’t know much about vampires, only how to kill them.

	Part of me ached to learn if I could ever be with Johann. I knew I couldn’t have him. He knew he couldn’t have me. The risk was too great. Even full as I was, the thought of being with Johann, of being in his embrace and pinning him to the forest floor... was so tempting. But the fantasy, or dream, whatever form it took, always ended the same way.

	Me with my fangs in his neck.

	I curled my fingernails, sharpened to claws, around the bark of the tree I stood next to, leaving a gouge. I couldn’t have Johann. I didn’t need him that way. Dreams were all those would ever be. I had the blood of thralls, and sometimes vampires. That would have to be enough. If I bit a human... I didn’t know if I could ever go back.

	Our path back to the barracks was clear, no hungry thralls accosting the wagon on the way. The sounds and scents of humanity met my senses, and some of my tension left me. The barracks were growing familiar.

	“Kaiden,” Johann said as I jogged next to the wagon, rejoining them just before we would pass by the first sentry. “See anything else out there?”

	“Nothing,” I said.

	“I hope that means the road is safer at night,” Aldrose said. “Thanks to you guys, of course.”

	“Johann?” a voice called out. I knew it well.

	“Susana,” Johann called back. “Returning from the mission. One more vampire down.”

	“Good. Just an uncountable number more to go.” She emerged from her position in the brush, glaring at me as I passed by. “Including you, eventually,” she said, low enough that only I would hear her. I didn’t respond.

	Some in the barracks still hated me, and always would. I understood it. Sometimes I didn’t fully understand why Johann had taken the chance on me.

	Voices emanated from the barracks, along with the snorts and rustles of horses and the cackling of chickens kept near the mess hall. The three towers of the barracks loomed out of the darkness, hidden by enormous trees until we drew closer. Aldrose whistled in appreciation.

	“Like a beacon of hope,” he said.

	“I’ll take you back to the guest rooms,” Johann said. “Kaiden, you can stick with me if you’d like to help give our report. I’m sure Lesalie would be interested in what you have to say.”

	“I’d rather stay out of sight,” I said, like I did every night. “Rest well, Johann.” He sighed, but nodded.

	I did know better than to move like a vampire once I was in the barracks. Hunters were human and slow, but they were trained to spot the quick movements of things like me. I walked slowly toward the center tower, through the heavy doors and down hallways studded with wooden spikes. A fortress to defend against vampires. Johann had explained most of the traps, but I was still careful.

	“Is that—oh.” A man carrying a tray of food flattened himself against a wall as I passed by. I could feel the weight of his wide-eyed stare on my back, and his tray rattled when he ran. The hunters were used to me, at least some of them. But the cooks and maids, the people who helped the hunters fulfill their tasks, certainly weren’t. They knew what I looked like, and they knew to avoid me.

	I didn’t see anyone else as I climbed the stairs, and I dashed up the last two flights to the small room I now used. It was next to Johann’s, and likely had once been a storage room—I couldn’t get the scent of mold out of it, and it was so small the bed and bookcase took up most of the space. But it was mine.

	A mouse darted away when I opened the door. I let it go. Even if I killed it and risked staining the floor, there would always be more. They were kind of like thralls in that way.

	An uncountable number, as Susana had said.

	I splashed my hands in the small basin of water I had left next to the bed. The basins were meant to transport water for drinking, but without a need to drink I used it to wash off the residual blood and muck of the night. As a thrall I’d been filthy almost all the time, but now it felt important to be clean. I found myself often smelling nicer than most of the other hunters. Maybe because of Johann.

	I had to put him out of my mind. I craved him, with both my mind and body, the way I had once craved strong drink. But I could control it. I had to.

	Instead I turned to the books. They had once lined the shelves of Dimresh’s castle, but now they were mine. Old books from the fallen realm of Leoren, an empire that had been rife with magic from the goddess Laurel. Now it was magic that only vampires like me could access, and it was twisted and wrong.

	I closed my eyes, feeling the magic well inside me, faint but there. I’d found nothing that talked about that part of it. According to the books, priests calling for magic had begged it from Laurel, asking for her aid in prayers and even songs. But I didn’t need to ask anyone. Some spells I could use with a thought. For others, I called upon the magic in my own blood.

	“By my blood,” I whispered. I felt the answer rush through my veins, the magic in my stolen blood ready to respond. Instinct mixed with words I’d learned from ancient volumes, ready to leave my lips. Most prayers were about protection, healing. The magic in me wanted to harm, to dominate.

	I relaxed, willing the magic away, not finishing the spell. I didn’t want to take a risk. There was no telling what harm I might do.

	I wished I had talked to that vampire. There was so much I didn’t understand. In some ways, I still felt like a stupid thrall.

	I went back to the books, reading where I’d left off the night before. A section on prayers for healing.

	After I’d gotten past the section on cleansing water to use in treating wounds, a soft rap came at the door. I couldn’t help the smile that flashed over my lips. I knew Johann’s knock.

	“Come in,” I said.

	The door swung open. “Reading in the dark, Kaiden?” Johann said with a laugh.

	“It’s not dark for me.” I stood, but before I could pick up the candle on the bookcase to light it on the lantern Johann held, he reached out a hand and put it on my mine. My skin prickled. “Wait,” he said. “Let’s try and use your magic, remember? See if you can figure out the right words.”

	Johann was always wanting to try new things. “All right.” He breathed a bit better tonight—each night he was improved, his broken ribs mending. I glanced once more over the chapter on healing before flipping the pages back to where Johann had studied them last night. Spells of light.

	“Hmm... that one.” Johann pointed. His scent surrounded me, my body responding to his warmth as it did every night.

	“By my blood...” The spell was supposed to be “Holy Laurel, grant us warming flame.” But I knew that wouldn’t work, the magic in me would turn the words. The spell would come out wrong, too strong. I shook my head. “I can’t. It’s wrong.”

	“How do you know?” Johann sat on the bed, facing me where I sat on the floor. “I know you’ve explained it to me, how the magic feels in you. What would happen if you just said the words correctly?”

	“Nothing at all. By my blood, grant us warming flame.” The candle didn’t move. “I know that’s wrong. But what feels right”—my body thrummed—”would benefit me and no one else.”

	“How do you know?”

	“I guess... I don’t know for sure. I just don’t want to accidentally—”

	“You’re afraid.” Johann crossed his arms. “Like you’re afraid of giving reports, of being seen by others, and talking to them.” I frowned. “Like you’re afraid of hurting me, even though I’ve told you that you don’t need to be.”

	“Don’t bring that up now,” I warned.

	“I’m not.” Johann sighed. “I just mean that you need to start... living a little, you know?” He gave a small laugh, which ended in a slight huff of pain. “But seriously. You’re not a thrall anymore, Kaiden. Stop acting like one.”

	I tightened my lips, hiding the fangs that threatened to show along with my frustration. “I’m not a thrall,” I said. “And that’s precisely why I have to be careful!” I hadn’t meant to shout. I clenched my jaw. “You should be careful too.”

	“Oh?” Johann raised an eyebrow. His complete inability to be cowed by me was both impressive and annoying. “Careful of what? What are you going to do to me, vampire?”

	The way he said it sent an unwelcome pleasurable shiver up my spine. I didn’t hide my fangs when I spoke this time. “I don’t know how my magic works,” I said. “I don’t know what it will do. I’m stronger than you, faster than you, and I could hurt you by accident. If I lose control—”

	“You won’t,” he said.

	“If I do, you would suffer a fate worse than death,” I finished. “Or even if I don’t and I make a mistake with some sort of spell... Remember what happened when we fought Dimresh?”

	“You mean when you saved my life?” Johann leaned back against the wall with a grin.

	“When I hypnotized you into obeying me no matter what and couldn’t break the spell!” I snapped.

	“Kaiden, think,” Johann said. “Do you want to hurt me?”

	Fantasies replayed in my mind, of my fangs sinking into his neck as I found blissful release. “No,” I said.

	“Do you want to control me, dominate me? Set fire to this room, blow up the barracks with your magic?”

	“Of course not.”

	“You were the one who told me magic was about intent. So unless you doubt your intent, what reason do you have to doubt your magic? You’re a vampire. We don’t know much about they want, but we do know they are masters of their own domains. You can master your magic, but you won’t do it by being afraid of it.” Johann pointed to the candle. “Now come on, Kaiden. Show me what you can do. Be the curious vampire who tries new things, like the thrall you were before. The one I... admire.”

	Admire. He wouldn’t say love.

	Of course he wouldn’t. I had told him not to tempt me, and he wouldn’t... at least not on purpose.

	I closed my eyes, feeling the magic as part of my being, mixed with the blood I’d stolen from thralls and vampires alike along with my own. “By my blood,” I said. I wanted to impress Johann. I wanted to be a master of my own fate, to understand what I was and what I could do.

	I hated to admit it, but Johann was right. I couldn’t keep being afraid. At least not of this.

	“Use fire to...” Instinctively words flashed through my mind, recited only in my thoughts. Burn my enemies. Choke my enemies. Drive foes away. But I had no enemies here.

	“Split the night,” I said aloud.

	The candle flame leapt up in a gout of fire. Johann leaned back as the blaze filled the room. No. This wasn’t what I wanted.

	Then the fire fell, the heat melting most of the wax. Now a half-melted candle burned on my nightstand. The light filled the room, dancing off Johann’s brown hair, making his eyes twinkle.

	He broke into a grin. “See, Kaiden?”

	“That could have been dangerous.”

	“But it wasn’t,” Johann pointed out. “And even if it was, it’s better to take a small risk and learn then never know, isn’t it?” He sat up on the bed, the dancing candlelight casting playful shadows on his muscular, leather-clad thighs. I swallowed. I was learning as a vampire that lust was almost as dangerous, and pervasive, as hunger.

	“C’mon, Kaiden,” Johann said. I met his eyes. “Now that you feel like being brave, how about you come with me to give the report to Lesalie?”

	I blinked. “You haven’t yet?”

	“It’s best you get used to giving reports if you want to keep hunting with us. And she’s been asking about you. It’s not smart to avoid the master hunter.”

	“I suppose I’ll go with you then.”

	Johann grinned. But as a vampire, I couldn’t quite bring myself to actually agree with him about that last part.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“So, vampire. Kaiden,” Lesalie quickly amended when Johann winced at the word vampire. “You killed your second vampire tonight, did you?” The master hunter was enthroned in her chair, a portrait of a handsome man behind her—who he was, I had no idea. A stakeshooter graced her hip, and three long stakes rested by her chair, leaning against the wood. I guessed that this had nothing to do with me, she was always this prepared.

	“I did.” I swallowed, remembering the taste. “The plan we set up worked well.” Johann gave me the slightest of encouraging nods. “The thralls were taken care of by Johann, while I attacked the vampire. He was... not difficult to kill.”

	“And you drank his blood?” Lesalie asked, her eyes narrowing.

	“I did.” I swallowed again, my mouth watering at the memory. He had been so much better than thrall.

	“And before that, what did you learn? Johann had told me the night before you would question him, learn more about what vampires want. Did you?”

	“I... I did learn the name of the one who turned him. Adrian.”

	“Not surprising. Vampires seem to prey all over stretches of the merchant’s road. Or any other well-traveled road, for that matter. People are fools to travel at night, but most have no choice.” She sighed. “What else?”

	“That was all.” Her eyes narrowed. “I drank his blood after that.” That had been so much easier to admit to Johann.

	“You killed instead of questioned him? Why?” Her expression spiked old, faded memories of life, people staring at me with thinly-veiled disgust.

	I wasn’t a disgusting thrall any longer, but she certainly made me feel like one. I fought not to curl my lip, my anger bubbling. I wasn’t truly angry at her. I hated my hunger, the hunger I should be able to control, but which always kept coming back because all I had was filthy thrall to drink when I should be...

	No, I couldn’t even entertain that thought.

	Johann kept silent, his hands clasped behind his back, his posture relaxed. He wasn’t judging me. I shouldn’t care. Lesalie probably wasn’t judging me either.

	Disgusting, the faces in the memories said. Just avoid him.

	No. I had to make it better. “I’ll find Adrian,” I blurted. Lesalie’s eyebrows raised. “If another vampire is also hunting on the road, he should be killed too, right?”

	“Well,” Johann said with a chuckle. “We are hunters.”

	“Do you ask to hunt another vampire because you want to kill it or because you want its blood?” Lesalie asked.

	I blinked. She had read my hunger well. I wondered how she’d risen to her rank, and what experiences she had with vampires. “I do enjoy their blood,” I admitted. “But that’s not the primary reason I want to kill it. I want...” I trailed off, working hard to not sound foolish. “I want to prove I’m a good hunter. That I can help, even more than most.”

	Johann smiled. Lesalie just nodded.

	“What are your goals, Kaiden?” she asked. “You’re a vampire, hunting your own kind. Many hunters have dreams.” She leaned back in her chair, gesturing to the portrait above her. “The founder of the fifth order—that’s ours, called fifth because it was founded in the beginning of what would have been the fifth century of the fallen Leoren empire’s existence. His goal was to return the empire to its former glory. My goal is to ensure safety for the humans who remain. Johann’s, I believe yours was... “

	“To make it safe for merchants and their families to travel again,” Johann replied. “If we secure the roads, we can help start trade and exchange of information, and maybe find a way to bring back some of the dying cities and towns.”

	Their dreams were good ones. But they also seemed impossible. Lesalie met my eyes, and I could read her silent agreement. She knew how insurmountable the hunters’ task was. But that didn’t stop people from dreaming.

	My goals. My dream. What did I want?

	What did vampires want?

	“I want to know what vampires are,” I said. “What makes them... us... what we are.”

	And maybe, finally, figure out what I was. As a thrall, I had been unique. As a vampire... was I still? Was I like Lucien had been... or was I something else?

	Lesalie nodded again. “A good goal,” she said. “And one you’re well-suited for.” She grabbed a pen off her desk, scribbled a quick note in tight script that reminded me of the handwriting in the books in my room. “Johann and Kaiden, tomorrow night go to the merchant’s road and find this vampire, this Adrian. Question him further this time. We want to learn about vampires, what they want. What true vampires want, not strange ones like you.” She gave me a knowing nod. “Don’t rely on a decoy, either. The only information we have on this one is what you told me. I’m trusting you.”

	I swallowed. “Thank you.”

	“Return when you’ve learned all you can. Send a message if the plan changes. I expect you to have information when you do come back.” She looked up from her notes, staring at me. “Keep your hunger in check, Kaiden. Don’t let it sabotage your goals.”

	“I won’t.”

	“Take the rest of this night, and tomorrow”—her eyes bored into Johann with her last words—“to prepare. I want you to learn as much as you can to help our cause.”

	Johann nodded, and we both left the Master Hunter’s room. Another assignment to find and kill a vampire.

	“It’s a step up from the patrols we’ve been doing,” I said. “I’ll do better this time.” I wanted to prove myself, especially to Johann.

	“This one will be harder,” Johann said. “Last time Aldrose had the information and the location. This time it’ll be an old-fashioned hunt.” He grinned at me. “You’ve never done one of those yet.”

	We passed through a well-lit hallway. Chattering voices, along with the aroma of cooking meat, wound from the door that would lead to the mess hall. “What should I expect?”

	“How about we head into the mess and I get a snack and I’ll tell you about it?” Johann said.

	I swallowed. He may just be hungry, but I was sure he was still testing me, trying to get me used to other people. Dragging me out of my seclusion. I wanted to refuse, but my words replayed in my mind. I’ll do better this time. This was part of that, part of being a hunter.

	I couldn’t be afraid.

	“All right,” I said. Johann practically beamed as he turned down the hall, the voices and laughter from the other side of the door growing deafening to my sensitive ears when he opened it.

	I’d never been in the mess hall before when it was this full. A warm room, the stone walls lined with wooden shelving and the center taken up with long wooden tables, filled my vision. Firelight from torches in rows along the walls cast a cheery red glow over the group of five people who sat at one table. The thick scent of savory meat and the tang of wine filled my nose.

	This felt so familiar.

	 

	I sat in the back of the room, smiling at a man who had bought me a drink. My clothes were tattered, my hands grimy, but he didn’t seem to mind. Laughter rang from the corner where a few people threw dice. At the bar, James met my eyes. He gave me a shake of the head. He didn’t like seeing me there every night. Every night I looked a little worse, I knew. A little sicker, a little more desperate.

	 

	“Kaiden?” Johann said. I blinked. The chatter in the room had quieted, no longer matched the raucous alehouse in my flash of memory. The men and women at the table in the center of the room weren’t boisterous drunks throwing dice but hunters who glared at me with narrowed eyes. A few I knew—Susana, the woman who had shot me upon seeing me for the first time back when I was a thrall, and Peter, a man who even now reeked of fear at seeing me.

	“Sit down, Kaiden,” Johann said. He motioned with a nod to a nearby table then slid onto the wooden bench next to me. I no longer faced the table of hunters, but I could still feel their gaze on my back.

	“Why did you bring me here?” I asked under my breath.

	Before he could answer, a man in plain woolen clothes came up to our table. He smelled strongly of meat and wine scented his breath when he asked “Stew tonight, Johann? And...” He raised an eyebrow at me.

	He didn’t know what I was. Most of the servants had heard of me, I was sure. But I supposed not all of them knew what I looked like. And unless I showed my fangs, he wouldn’t know. Drunk as he was, he likely hadn’t picked up on the tension in the room.

	He may be foolish, for a servant. But I was suddenly grateful.

	“Nothing for me, thanks,” I said. I was so glad I could hide my fangs.

	He tilted his head then shrugged. “Bring out a few cups!” Johann called as he left.

	“Do the servants usually drink on the job?” I asked. He’d disappeared through a door into what was likely the kitchen, given the strong scent of meat and vegetables that poured into the room when the door swung open.

	“He’s drunk?” Johann turned to look, then laughed. “That’s Ryan. He does favor a drink or two, but he still does his work, so I guess it doesn’t matter.” Johann turned his smile on me, that radiant look I loved. “But you see? You’re not some monster, Kaiden. You can fit in and be with people.”

	I wanted to believe him. The hunters at the next table spoke in hushed tones, but it was still easy for me to pick up on their conversation.

	“They think I’m scouting them out,” I said, repeating their words in low tones to Johann without letting on I was listening. “They’re afraid I could lose control at any moment.”

	Johann’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t let his smile falter. He turned on the bench instead so that he faced them. “Susana!” His voice reverberated in the small room. “You remember Kaiden, don’t you?”

	Johann was always one to take risks, even social ones. I swallowed hard and faced the others in the room. One gnawed hungrily at meat on a bone. Susana set down her cup, the liquor inside overlapping the rim.

	 

	“C’mon, Kaiden!” A hand slapped my back heartily, making me laugh as some of my drink sloshed onto the floor. “You can drink that merchant under the table, can’t you? Show him!”

	 

	I blinked the memory away. That was a different life. And I couldn’t have drink anymore to loosen my inhibitions. I needed to hold onto every ounce of control I possessed.

	“Of course we know him,” Susana said, her voice flat. The man next to her put down the bone he was gnawing on. “Why are you here, vampire?” The single word pounded in my ears. The rest of the noise in the room seemed to quiet, as though the word itself held some sort of power. “You don’t eat or drink. Not what we do.”

	“Johann invited me,” I said. I clung to the assurance the statement brought me. Johann had invited me. As long as that was true, I belonged.

	“We did well on the assignment tonight,” Johann said, barreling through the awkwardness. “The merchant mentioned you, Peter. He said you said we could handle vampires, and we certainly did.” Johann leaned back, resting one ankle on his knee. His heart beating faster than usual gave away that he wasn’t totally relaxed, but the others wouldn’t be able to hear that. “We have another assignment to hunt down a vampire tomorrow night, so I figured we’d take it easy tonight while we can.” He reached into one of the many pockets of his heavy coat and produced the bottle of brandy the merchant had given him. He waggled the bottle in the air. “Anyone else care to join us? This’ll be loads better than the slopwine we usually get around here.”

	“Is that... from that place near Hopton?” The man who’d been gnawing on a steak bone leaned forward. “That’s good stuff.” He gave me one last appraising look, then huffed. “Fine, I’ll join you. It’s been a while since I had brandy from my old hometown.”

	“I figured you would like it, Reni,” Johann said. Johann glanced at me, gave me a quick wink.

	“You’re all fools,” Susana hissed as both Reni and Peter stood. “Especially you, Johann.” She raised her voice as the door to the kitchen swung open, Ryan holding a steaming platter. “You know what vampires can do!” She pointed right at me, and I clenched my jaw. “Bad enough when he was a thrall. But he’s a vampire now. He could be manipulating you. Hypnotizing you! That’s what they do! You think you’ll be safe, but then they leave you drained in a ditch for your family and friends to find!”

	The room fell silent. Ryan had paused by the door, the food in his hand sizzling on the platter. Susana’s heart beat hard.

	I couldn’t be angry. I wondered who she had found drained. Everyone here had a history with things like me, and none of it was good.

	“A vampire killed people I cared about too,” I said. “I didn’t choose this.”

	“He wants to help,” Johann added. “He—”

	Susana slapped him hard across the face. I leapt up, snarling, my fangs pricking my lower lip. How dare she touch him!

	Susana drew back, her gaze flicking between me and Johann. Johann put a hand to his face, his neck flushed in anger. Around us, Reni, Peter, and the other man had tensed. None of them carried weapons. I was the biggest threat here, and I closed my mouth. Control. I needed control.

	“I’m not hypnotized, Susana,” Johann said. “There was no reason for that. And it wouldn’t have worked even if I was.”

	“Slap me if you want to be violent next time,” I said, a growl I couldn’t hold back entering my voice. “Johann didn’t do anything to you.”

	“And what would you do to me if I did?” Susana asked. “What would make you dangerous, vampire? Anger? Hunger? Or is it just when you decide you want to take something? Johann has his stories and ideas, but I have mine too. Vampires are cursed to have no humanity.” She spat the last. “You may have killed Dimresh, but you’ll be just like him. As soon as you show what you really are, I’ll be ready.”

	She left the room, followed by two of the men. I had a feeling the hunters would begin wearing their weapons even in the mess hall from now on.

	“Sit down, Kaiden,” Johann said. He rubbed his face. “C’mon. You too, Peter, Reni.”

	I sat first, barely aware of the other two men when they took their places across from Johann and me. Ryan approached with Johann’s meal, but this time he practically threw it at him and ran away.

	Vampires are cursed to have no humanity.

	The curse will kill you like the rest. The memory of Dimresh’s words echoed, too close to the words Susana had used.

	“A toast,” Johann said. I looked up, the scent of brandy stinging my nostrils. A pleasant, familiar smell, one I found strangely soothing. “To those brave enough to eat with Kaiden the harmless vampire.” He lifted the uncapped bottle and poured it into Peter and Reni’s glasses with exaggerated movements, likely hoping to ease the tension in the air.

	This will ease your pain, someone had told me once. And at one time it had.

	“None for you?” Reni asked. Johann set the bottle down with a thud but then tightened his hand around it, raising an eyebrow.

	All I could imagine drinking was blood. My faint memories of life told me I would have jumped at the chance to drink such rare brandy, but now the smell, if pleasing, was like the smell of flowers. Nice, but not something I wanted to eat. That aspect of pleasure, the knowledge of taste and mouthfeel and the burning in my throat and stomach, had been leeched from it. I didn’t know how my body would react if I drank, but a deep tightening and a roll of nausea told me not to try.

	“No,” I said. “No thank you.”

	Johann eyed an empty glass then shrugged. “So, Reni, Peter,” he said. “We’ll be heading farther out on the merchant road, likely to be gone for a few nights. Let’s relax while we can, eh?”
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