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	Prologue – Hunger

	 

	 

	 

	 

	B


	ree watched with disinterest as citizens passed, heedless of her presence. She was just another vagrant, lingering on the periphery, lost in a sea of inhumanity. Just the way she wanted it. Spears of light penetrated the dark gray clouds, gracing the weary town of Fort Pointe with warmth. It was a solitary moment, a reprieve from the constant downpour. Men, women, and soldiers of every kind trudged through the muddy streets on their way to complete daily chores. The stench of animal waste from nearby farms mixed with the rancid, musty earth. Like an old wet blanket, it was smothering and heavy. The drum of the town was muted compared to the bigger cities: Xonthian City to the northeast and Port Orlynns to the south. What she could hear were hushed tones laced with fear and uneasiness.

	War had been waging not far from Fort Pointe for nearly a hundred years, yet daily life was a constant battle against starvation, shelter, and security for the short-lived humans who inhabited the area. Their faces were downcast, with sunken, sorrow-filled eyes. Taut skin covered their limbs, exposing frail bones as if a painter had stretched a canvas of flesh too tight over a frame. Threadbare clothes covered their bodies, barely held together with hemp rope and stitching. Bree huddled under a makeshift lean-to, made from broken crates and barrels from the tavern. Her cloak wrapped tightly around her thin body while her hood cast long dark shadows across her face.

	Her stomach growled in a long moan of protest. The pain of it tugged at her, reminding her she hadn’t had a decent meal in days. She missed her mother’s cooking. By the hells, she missed cooking with her mom. All the chores, the mundane daily life, it all felt like a memory obscured by time. As if that life, the happy, loving life she once knew, was fading away into the abyss.

	She glanced up to see a raven land on a crate, just out of reach. Its black, pearly eyes studied her, its head tilted from side to side, as if the other eye would judge her any differently.

	“What do you want? I don’t have any food,” she said.

	The creature cawed, then leapt into the air.

	She watched as the creature ascended to the heavens. It’s black, glossy wings carrying it upward and over the palisades of the city. Her mother used to say ravens only appeared when there was death about. Bree had spent enough time around the farm to realize they were smarter than that; it wasn’t the death that drew them to the farm, it had been the free, abundant food source. The farm always had a stockpile of grain for the livestock. Her father had seen to that.

	The faces of her parents lingered in her memory. Bree shook her head, shaking the visions of her past away and discarding them into the muddy, debris-strewn alley.

	A scream of horror pierced the low hum of the city, snapping her attention in the direction of the wail. Guards and other onlookers bolted past her, splashing mud around them as they ran. Gooseflesh rippled up her arms and prickled the tiny hairs at the nape of her neck. Something in the depths of her subconscious urged her to rise and investigate the terror-filled shriek. With a sigh, she stood. The water that had collected on her cloak rolled down in rivulets. The long black fabric unfolded around her like a shadow, stretching its wings.

	She followed the deafening uproar to the edge of town. The crowd was clamoring for a position in front of the butcher’s shop. The barn doors that entered the slaughterhouse beside it were open. Guards were pushing onlookers back, forcing her to shove past them in order to see. She barely came up to the shoulders of most men, making her easy to miss in the crowd. The sight that awaited her was gruesome. A naked and bloody man was hanging from hooks, normally reserved for cattle and other large farm animals. Their metal curves pierced his lower thigh muscle, causing him to list to one side. From her position in the sea of onlookers, she saw the carotid artery had been ripped open, draining the man of his life, like some sort of swine.

	Harsh whispers washed over the citizens, their eyes wide with horror. Mothers shielded children's views or dragged them away. Tears streaked down their mud-stained faces.

	“Back, return to your homes, so we can clear this up,” one of the guards commanded. “Someone get this man down.”

	Bree examined the body closer. Her keen eyes took in every detail, the bruises, old scars, and thinning hair, and the calloused hands from hard work. He was muscular and heavy-looking. Her brow furrowed together as she bit her bottom lip.

	“I said move back!” the guard bellowed again, pushing one of the onlookers away.

	The stench of blood hung heavy in the air, mixing with the pungent smell of wet earth and animal carcasses. Bree spat, clearing the taste of it from her mouth in disgust, and spun away from the gruesome scene. She had seen enough. This wasn’t just a sick murderer playing a game. No man or woman could have lifted that body onto the meat hook. A dagger didn’t cause that wound on the man’s neck. This was a message. 
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	Bree threw the hood of her cloak back. Long pale-gold hair fell around her shoulders, framing her youthful features. She glanced up at the tavern sign. The Stout Pony was situated in the center of town. It was a watering hole for travelers, merchants, and soldiers. The city was a staging area for the ongoing war near the Wall of Ages, several miles away to the west.

	The Fire Isle Mages and their mercenary army on one side, while the two kingdoms and the Clerics of GateHar fought to keep them at bay. The invasion from the Fire Isle Mages had left much of western Xonthian in ruin. Although she doubted anyone alive today even remembered why the war had started, it had become a rallying cry against magic users, perpetuating hatred for their kind. Ironic, she thought, considering the Clerics were still able to use magic.

	She sighed and watched as refugees and merchants from all over eastern Xonthian entered through the taverns door. The city was a popular stopover between all corners of Xonthian. Merchants often used it to gather news on the war efforts and sell what goods and resources they had, sometimes at a premium. Refugees used it as a brief respite before moving on to the larger cities.

	The clouds above her had darkened with the setting sun, threatening to drown the city in another night of rain. Long dark shadows spread aethereal claws out along the muddy roads. The feeling in the pit of her stomach had grown. The sense of something lurking in the shadows prickled the nape of her neck, causing her to peer over her shoulder, although she knew nothing was there.

	She pushed the door to the tavern open and walked inside. The smell of human refuge and unwashed bodies assaulted her nose. Thick smoke from tobacco and burnt food hung high in the rafters. She felt dozens of eyes on her as the door slammed shut behind her; she cursed herself for letting it announce her entry. Her stomach churned in panic. Those closest to the door glanced over but ignored her and returned to their watered-down stew.

	Bree pushed her way through the crowd to the bar. Men stared at her and whispered lewd remarks to their friends as she sat down.

	“Yeah, what do you want?” The barkeep, a thin, frail-looking man, asked.

	“Information,” Bree said.

	The barkeep snorted in wry amusement. “Information around here costs money. Unless you’re turning tricks somewhere, you look as poor as the rest of these sobs.”

	“I’d pay good silver for a private lap dance,” a patron beside her sneered. He was missing several teeth and had a sickly yellow look in his sunken eyes.

	The barkeeper laughed.

	Bree took a deep, steadying breath. She peered sidelong at the man beside her; she didn’t want to provoke him or give him any reason to keep talking. Why were men such feral animals? She turned her attention back to the bartender. “I’m looking for a stranger, someone who might have come in. Lanky, hollowed out features. Thinning hairline. Pockmarked skin. Seen anyone like that?”

	“Why yes, I believe I have,” the gap-toothed man chuckled. “He’s upstairs right now.”

	Bree studied the man. Her stomach growled, and she licked her lips. The man took this as a sign to smile broadly, and he leaned over to whisper in her ear. “I can show you mine if you show me yours.”

	The man reeked of stale beer and unwashed male musk. Bree forced a brave face and buried the fear of losing control back under the hunger that gnawed at her insides.

	“He is right, though,” the barkeep said. “There was someone fitting that description here recently. I don’t know if he’s still here. If he were, he hasn’t come down. That I’ve seen.”

	Bree didn’t look away from the yellow-eyed man and only nodded her thanks to the barkeep. She slid a piece of silver across the bar top and stood. The barkeep’s greedy hands snatched it up and hid it away under the counter. “Which room?”

	“Last door on the right,” the barkeep replied. 

	Bree glared at the beer-soaked man before whirling around toward the stairs leading up to the rooms. She climbed the creaking, wooden steps to the floor above. The hallway was dimly lit, with only one candle burning on a small table mid-way down the passage. Long black shadows flickered along the walls like ghosts dancing.

	The coil of fear slithered in her belly. She sensed the presence of something not right. It gave her a feeling of dread and horror that was never visible, always lingering at the edge of her vision.

	Bree felt the hair on her forearms stand on end as goose pimples washed over her. She placed a tentative hand on the door leading to the stranger’s room and lifted the bolt. The heavy wooden door swung open with a creak that pierced her ears. The space beyond was empty except for a bed and a washbasin with a flickering candle. She crept inside, the soft soles of her boots barely audible in the still air.

	She was so focused on entering the room and what possibly lay inside that she was oblivious to the yellow-eyed man from the bar suddenly appearing in the door frame. His thin body blocked what little light filtered in from the hall.

	“I asked myself, did she pay me for the information I gave her? No, she hadn’t,” the man said as he slid inside the room, closing the door behind him. The man darted toward her like a snake circling its prey.

	“You don’t want to do this,” Bree warned, hoping that the repressed fear didn’t crack her voice.

	The man stood within arm’s length of her. She barely came to his shoulders. “Are you afraid? I’ll be gentle if you don’t fight it.”

	“I’m not afraid of you, but for you. I’m not here for you. I’m after the man who is staying in this room. Please leave,” Bree said again, her eyes wide. Her stomach churned, and she couldn’t tell if it was the fear and darkness she felt or the hunger that yearned to be free.

	He peered down at her and smiled a toothless smile. “Your eyes are so mesmerizing, so dark, so... What color are your eyes?”

	“Please, go back down-”

	The man grabbed her arms and pulled her close, forcing his mouth over hers. His tongue lashed around her lips, trying to force its way inside. Before he could do anything further, Bree pulled away. Fury burned in her eyes.

	“I warned you,” she hissed, revealing her fangs to him. His eyes widened in horror.

	“W-what are you?!” He yelled. The man turned and tried for the door, but her hand grasped his arm. She pulled him back into the room. The man’s arm made a wet pop, and a scream of pain escaped his lips.

	The man squirmed in agony on the floor. She kicked him, forcing him to become more compliant. She straddled his chest, her cloak settling around them like death's shadow. She leaned over and bared her fangs that dripped with saliva. She could almost taste the man’s life essence. Her stomach growled in triumph.

	“No, please!” the man sobbed.

	She pulled his neck up and sank her teeth in, tearing the man’s throat open. Blood poured into her mouth, and she drank deeply. She let the man’s head drop back to the floor. She sat back and reveled in the warm feelings the blood gave her as it flowed through her. She stood and looked down at the man before turning away in disgust.

	“Well, isn’t this fitting,” a voice said from the door.

	Bree glanced up to see a lithe, well-dressed man watching her with mirth-filled eyes. He stepped inside the room, closed the door behind him, and then locked it with a click of the bolt.

	“I’m glad I didn’t have to look far to find you. I find it amusing you here in my room, though, feeding on some poor, hopeless soul. There’s irony in that, don’t you think?” he asked with a wide, toothy grin. His fangs were barely visible in the dim light.

	Bree backed away. The feeling of fear and darkness overcame her senses. The hunger no longer muted the feeling of dread. Instead, she felt the vampire's power, like a wave of heat that held no warmth.

	“Well, here we are. The hunter,” the man said, waving a hand toward Bree. “And the hunted,” He added, placing a hand over his breast.

	“I can’t let you leave here,” Bree said, swallowing hard before wiping the back of her hand across her lips in a vain attempt to wipe away the blood.

	“Who says I want to leave?” the stranger leapt at Bree and hit her with a punch that would have killed an ordinary man. She flew backward, crashing through the thin wall of the room and out into the muddy street below.

	Bree’s head swam at the surprise strike. Her ears rang loudly in her head as they throbbed painfully. Stars danced around the edges of her vision. She moaned as she tried to push the pain away. She glanced toward the hole in the wall and saw the stranger staring at her, a smile plastered to his smooth, pale face. He jumped down, landing in the mud with a plop.

	“I suppose introductions are in order if we’re to be fighting here in the street, like some sort of drunken brawl. My name is Varris. I know who you are, Bree. And I must say, it’s a pleasure to meet the famed vampire slayer of Fort Pointe,” Varris said with a bow. “You’ve been a busy girl, killing all our brethren. It's almost like you don’t like our family. Well, do you?”

	Bree rolled to her side and stood shakily. Her chest ached and burned with the sensation of pins piercing her flesh as she began to heal from the blow. “Your kind is a blight on this world.”

	Varris laughed hollowly and circled her, a viper ready to strike. “Me? That is hypocritical, don’t you think? You’re the one who just fed on that man up there.”

	“I’m not like you,” Bree spat.

	“No, I guess you’re not, are you? You can walk in the sun, so I’ve been told. Among other things.” He stopped and regarded her levelly. “You’re still a monster, like us.”

	The sound of their fighting caused the tavern to empty into the streets, while others passing by stopped to watch. Whispers washed over the crowd as they began to speculate about the events.

	“I’ll stop you here, now,” Bree said as she clenched a fist at her side, oblivious to the growing audience.

	“You may,” Varris grinned evilly. “But really, I just need to keep you busy.”

	“Wha—” Bree was interrupted by Varris’s fist suddenly appearing in front of her. She managed to turn away, his blow grazing her shoulder as he brushed past.

	Varris whirled around in an attempt to backhand Bree. She dodged it and punched the vampire in the side, sending him sprawling to the ground. He scrambled to his feet and attempted to kick her. She held a knee up, blocking the strike. With both fists, she punched him in the chest, feeling the vampire's ribs give beneath the blow. The sound of them cracking reverberated through her fists and up her arms.

	The vampire lay in the mud. A smile spread across his thin face. “You’re just as strong as the rumors said you were.”

	“What did you mean you’re keeping me busy?” she demanded as she pressed a muddy boot against his exposed throat.

	“I was the decoy,” he grinned mockingly.

	Bree closed her eyes and forced the anger down, allowing the sensation of fear and darkness to overcome her. At the edge of consciousness, she sensed another vampire. It was moving northeast. Her eyes flew open, and she glared down at Varris with a look of horror.

	“Now you see, don’t you,” he laughed. “We wanted you to find us, or rather.... One of us. That man hanging in the butchery was a message for you. To get your attention. All the while, so an assassin can slip right past you.”

	Bree stomped down, cutting the vampire's laugh off and snapping its neck. She leaned over and ripped its throat out with her bare hands, causing blackened blood to spill into the muddy street. As she stood, she heard the horrific screams of the onlookers. The barbaric sight of her caused them to run in fear. She watched them as they scattered like cockroaches from a flame. They were oblivious to the truth of what happened tonight. She would no longer be welcomed in the town, where she kept them safe from her kind. They had seen her for the monster she was. She cursed herself for having fed off the man in the tavern. She was not like Varris, she told herself, although she knew it was a lie.

	She reached up and pulled the hood of her cloak up over her head and disappeared into the shadows of the town, leaving behind the grotesque body of the vampire in the middle of the street. Varris went to great lengths to keep her occupied.  She had to find the other vampire. The fear she felt bubbled in the pit of her stomach as she headed northeast out of town. Her hunger sedated, for now. In its place was a deep loathing for her kind. She glanced at the wooden signpost with an arrow pointing along the road out of town. Xonthian City was carved into it and painted in muted white letters. She drew her cloak around herself and set off down the road.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1 – Trial of Life
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	hrongs of merchants pushed and shoved their way along the cobblestone road leading to Xonthian City. Tiger pressed his way through them toward the narrow entrance. A calm, early spring breeze carried with it the smell of the ocean that dulled the stench of the grime-covered people surrounding him. His father, a disciplined military man, insisted he kept a structured routine. He would be expected home soon; being late meant he’d have to run laps around the yard. The thought didn’t appeal to him. He was tired from chasing pigs that belonged to a poor farmer. That was enough running for today. He had left his friends, Honey and Ryven, back at the farm. He had other obligations today; his father was waiting for him. Training never stopped. Tiger understood deep down his father’s reasoning to keep training. Though he wished he could still get away sometimes. He wanted to live his own life. Tiger sighed, irritation building. The people around him needed to move faster; he really did not want to run anymore today.

	Large gray towers loomed over his head, with a wall stretching out to either side of the road. He could see Paladins standing guard at the gate, their iron-clad hands gripping swords nearly as tall as him. He adjusted his well-kempt leather jerkin and stood straighter. They were enforcers of magic around the world. Although they could use basic magics themselves, they were absolved of any sin, unlike most other spell casters. They would undergo rigorous training and hold a rite of passage. Or at least that was what Tiger’s father had explained. Unlike the city guards, the Paladins scared him. He always gave them a wide berth.

	Tiger barged past an enlisted soldier who was shouting at a town guard. Warriors from every corner of the world lined the streets. The war that raged miles away echoed here at the heart of Xonthian. The more mundane City Guards attempted to keep the peace by shouting and pushing their way through the crowd.

	“I want to go home to see my wife and kids!” a middle-aged man growled nearby.

	“Sir, your country needs you here. Please return to your post,” the guard said, pushing the man back toward the city gate. “Deserting is a crime the king does not want to have to prosecute.” 

	“Then the King can fight the war! I haven’t even seen active duty yet. Why waste my time?” the man said irritably at the guard.

	Tiger thought he had a point, but decided against sticking his nose in the conversation. This was an instance where his father would say, “It was better to observe in silence than interject in ignorance.”

	The city guard glared at him as he pushed by. “Move!”

	Tiger nodded, making sure his long black hair covered the pointed tips of his ears. The city guards might show outward restraint in his lineage, but the enlisted soldier certainly would not. Tolerance of others was not something soldiers were taught, or so his father had warned him. The city guards, and most of the town for that matter, were used to outsiders. Elves, Atticatten, the occasional dwarf. They travelled through the capital with enough frequency; the guards ignored them. Soldiers, on the other hand. Those were mostly mindless killing machines hired and trained for only one reason. Fighting in the war. Their ignorance showed when dealing with people from around the world. Or at least that’s what he had heard, safe as he was, tucked away in Xonthian City. Still, he didn’t need any attention. And although he was a young man of eighteen summers, he couldn’t sneak past anyone; he was too tall. He kept his head low and pushed past them.

	Tiger stumbled into a merchant, who glared at him and said, “Watch it, kid!”

	The man’s breath reeked of foul chewing weed. Tiger tried not to breathe as he apologized profusely. He bowed apologetically and hurried past the gate to the main street toward the city square.

	Xonthian City stretched out before Tiger like a living, moving portrait of stone and wood. The buildings were weatherworn from rolling sea storms that washed over the coast. Their peaked roofs packed tightly together along the main thoroughfares that carved the city into quarters. These streets, wide enough for carts and lined with hanging lanterns, branched off in every direction, like veins from a heart, disappearing into the hazy edges of the horizon.

	Smoke curled from chimneys, market stalls were open in bursts of color, along with the steady trickle of townsfolk. He noted the way the buildings changed as they stretched outward—modest homes near the edge, larger workshops, and trade halls nearer to the center.

	The castle loomed ahead of him like a dark crown, its massive stone walls lined with tooth-like battlements. Purple banners hung from the towers, rippling slightly in the wind. The structure had a stern, almost resentful posture as if it had been built to endure, not impress. Tiger had always thought it looked less like a place of rule and more like a place that remembered too much. There was history in that cold stone.

	And then there was the tower of GateHar that kept tugging for his attention, as it always did. Rising just before the castle, it speared the sky in a spiral of pale stone and silver inlay, catching the sun like polished steel. The tower seemed impossibly old, yet untouched by time, as though the years bent around it instead of through it. Its upper levels shimmered slightly in the morning light, half veiled by drifting cloud, reluctant to fully reveal whatever mysteries it held. There was an energy to it, subtle but constant, humming just beneath perception. Tiger looked toward the Stone Flame, where a small group of patrons was gathered at the front door. The tavern and inn sat in one corner of the main square, with a dry goods store, clothing, and a cobbler taking the other three corners. A large fountain sat in the center, water flowing down a white marble statue of the goddess.

	“What’s going on here?” Someone beside him asked. Tiger leapt upon the ledge of the base of the fountain to try to look above the crowd.

	“Looks like Bo and his cronies are arguing with Carv,” another onlooker explained. “Pretty heated by the looks of it.”

	Tiger jumped down and shoved through the sea of sweaty bodies to the tavern. The smell of so many people pressed together was overwhelming and threatened to smother him.

	“I don’t need to apologize for anything,” Carv growled, pointing an accusing finger at the large, burly man in front of him, “You... YOU attacked my wife!”

	Carv was a short, older gentleman, well-built, and completely hairless. Bo was the total opposite. He was tall, strong, and covered with dark brown curly hair. His companions, who were currently urging Bo on, were similarly built, though with lesser degrees of hair and not as broad.

	“Are you going to take that accusation, Bo?” One of them jeered.

	“You threw me out of the tavern for no good reason!” Bo shouted at Carv, “Your wife deserved it!”

	“You deserve to be hung by the neck!” Carv growled, his fists clenched tightly.

	A half-circle of onlookers was encompassing the front of the inn, eagerly watching the proceedings like a group of school children.

	Should he run and get the guards? Should he intervene? He doubted the guards could be bothered by these two bickering idiots when they had a more significant problem of ensuring mercenaries cleared the city, and soldiers did not desert.

	“You are an arrogant, sniveling old man!” Bo called, shaking a fist at Carv, “Let us back in, or you’ll regret it!”

	“No, I refuse to serve you anymore. Go find another hole to drown yourself in,” Carv snapped back.

	Tiger understood why people might get so angry. Carv’s accusations, if true, would be enough for anyone to do things they usually wouldn’t. What would he do if someone hurt a loved one, like his father? He hoped he would stand up against the aggressor, for honor, if nothing.

	Just as Tiger ruminated on the thought, Bo lunged at Carv with a loud growl. The crowd, including his friends, stood stunned as Bo began to pummel the barkeep with closed, calloused hands. His associates took up defensive positions around the exploding brawl to keep the onlookers from getting too close, though needlessly, Tiger noted, as no one made a move to help the barkeeper.

	Most of the onlookers quickly dispersed either to get help or more spectators. Tiger could not tell. But the crowd did thin noticeably. The merchants that made up the other three corners of the square, who had been watching from a distance, finally entered the chaos, trying to push their way toward Carv. The cobbler, a young, strong-armed man, swung at one of Bo’s comrades but missed. The other two pounced on Bo, their fists flying in a maelstrom of flesh and blood.

	Tiger stood transfixed in the commotion. His heart was racing, his legs unwilling to respond to his commands as he watched helplessly among the chaos.

	A few city guards quickly pulled everyone involved away. People scattered like dandelions blowing in the wind. No one wanted to spend the night in jail.

	Three guards finally pulled Bo off Carv’s motionless body. They pulled him down the street, disappearing within seconds as a mob of people engulfed them.

	Tiger looked around and found no one was tending to Carv, not even his business neighbors, who were being escorted away with Bo and the others to the holding cells. He crept over to Carv’s body lying in the street.

	“Sir?” Tiger whispered, though he did not expect a response.

	Carv’s face was bleeding profusely. Gashes on his cheek, forehead, neck, ears, and chin oozed red liquid like someone had squashed his face with a broad hammer. A large cut on his bald head bled massive amounts of blood and pooled on the gray stone behind the man’s head. Aside from the apparent external damage, Tiger could only imagine what had happened on the inside. The head, his father had told him, was the warrior’s greatest asset and the hardest thing to protect. He had told him stories of men hitting their heads and, although they looked uninjured on the outside, they had spasms and died within moments. Tiger had no misgivings about what would happen to him if he didn’t help. And quickly.

	Tiger’s eyes darted around to see if anyone had spotted him next to Carv. No one had. The guards were still busy with the crowd and Bo’s lackeys.

	Tiger turned his attention back to the body in front of him. He could feel something. Life, maybe? It flowed in a chaotic swirl all around him. Like energy, he could touch physically. He wondered if he had just imagined things. He reached out a trembling hand toward Carv’s blood-stained shoulder and felt the pulse of the man’s body. It flickered under his fingertips, light and steady. Or maybe Tiger was feeling his own. Its rhythm was gentle, and he couldn’t discern its owner.

	Tiger began to feel pain and anguish just below the pulse of life. He looked at Carv’s eyes and saw nothing but blood and purple flesh. Tiger’s hand pressed against Carv’s shoulder, and soft light began to radiate around his splayed fingers. At first, he had not noticed it. He was preoccupied with the barkeeper's face. Then, it started to grow in intensity, and as he turned to look at the appendage, Carv began to moan. Misunderstanding it as pain, Tiger tried to pull away, and like his legs a moment ago, his arms were unresponsive. He froze in place.

	With detached astonishment, Tiger noticed the wounds on Carv’s face began to close. The seeping crimson liquid dried up while the gashes across Carv’s flesh closed as if stitched together by some unseen force. His eyes flickered open, and Tiger shot bolt upright. His legs suddenly filled with adrenaline, sparking them into action. He glanced around, his gaze settling on the peddler standing just inside his shop. The man said nothing, his eyes slowly settling on the Paladin opposite of him. Tiger swallowed the lump forming in his throat and pushed his way past the crowd before running toward home. His entire body was shaking with fear. He avoided looking up at the Paladins as he passed, knowing that if they suspected him of casting a spell of any kind, they would cleanse the world of his evil deed. Sweat dripped into his eyes, causing his vision to blur. He stumbled past them and into the street beyond.

	He did not stop until he reached the gate to Hon’shu’s estate. He swung it open and ran inside. His father was just entering the two-story home when he noticed Tiger dart up the path to the house.

	“Gods! What’s chasing you?” Hon’shu asked. Grey hair fell around broad shoulders, framing a proud-looking face etched with scars as well as wrinkles.

	Tiger shook his head and forced a smile, “Nothing. It’s nothing,” he panted, “I-I, just wanted to run home.”

	Hon’shu arched a brow above his scrutinizing stare. In the end, however, he did not push the subject any further. “Hmmm... Get washed up then and join me for dinner.”

	“Yes, sir,” Tiger replied.

	As Tiger ran to the bathhouse, he wondered if what he had just witnessed had occurred. Magic was forbidden. How had he caused it? He splashed water on his face from a basin on the table. The rippling surface showed his youthful, smooth features staring at him anxiously. He gazed at the emerald eyes in the water and wondered what he had done. His life would depend on what happened next. If the Paladins of GateHar knew he had cast magic, the gods only knew what they would do to him.
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	Tiger pushed the fried potatoes absently around on his plate, then stabbed a piece of roast and ate it thoughtfully. His eyes focused intently on his meal, although he didn’t see it. His mind was further away. It was no secret he was adopted; he knew nothing of his real parents. It never really mattered to him. His father would likely ship him off to the war. It was either that or eventually be found by the Paladins.

	“Is something bothering you?” Hon’shu asked, setting his fork down before taking a sip of wine.

	Tiger looked up too quickly, and before he could say, “No.” Hon’shu was already scrutinizing him as if he could read his thoughts. In an attempt to circumvent the topic of how he used magic earlier in the day, he decided to bring up a statement that always resulted in an argument.

	“I don’t want to train anymore. Why do I need it?” Tiger said.

	Hon’shu’s chest rose and fell in quiet exasperation. “Because you keep getting in fights and because I may not always be there to help you or protect you.”

	Tiger dropped his fork beside his plate and set his hands on the arms of the chair in irritation. “I’m not going to join the war, or hells—”

	“Watch your language.”

	Tiger sighed. “I’ve no interest in fighting. Even when I do end up in fights, as I’ve told you many times before, someone else starts it!” Tiger said.

	“It doesn’t matter who starts it. If you’re the one who has inserted themselves into it, then you must be able to end it,” Hon’shu said, steepling his fingers in front of him and regarding Tiger levelly. “Still, you will continue to train until you can beat me. That’s a fair compromise and goal.”

	Tiger looked at his father with narrowed eyes. “I’ll never be able to beat you!”

	“No, why not?” Hon’shu asked with raised eyebrows.

	“You’re better than me,” Tiger said, slapping his hands down on the table. “You’ll always be better than me.”

	“Don’t raise your voice at me,” Hon’shu growled, “You will not get better if you don’t train. However, that is not the answer I am looking for. If you can tell me the correct answer, you will no longer need training.”

	“I don’t know,” Tiger said, forcing the sparks of anger down. “May I be excused, please?”

	Hon’shu nodded and watched as Tiger stormed off. His feet thudded heavily up the stairs, and slammed his bedroom door closed behind him.
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	The smell of stale beer hung heavy around him, as if the air was stained with it. He stepped inside and closed the solid-framed door behind him. The Stone Flame was closed in response to the recent mob and subsequent assault on its current owner. The common room, usually bustling with activity, sat silent. Carv sat at the bar, drinking heavily, his hands shaking from unspent adrenaline. His wife, a blond, average-looking woman, stood behind the counter, wiping a wet cloth down the barman’s arm, washing away the blood that had dried there.

	“Excuse me. My name is Iro. Iro Storm. I’m investigating the crime that took place outside.”

	“It’s about time,” Carv growled. “Bo needs to hang for this!”

	“I’m sure he does. But that’s not why I’m here.”

	Carv peered over his shoulder. “What do you mean?”

	Iro cleared his throat and sat beside the barkeeper. He flipped the collar of his thigh-length jacket over to reveal a gold crown with four stars over it. The insignia of the Paladins of GateHar. “Pour me some whiskey, won’t you…?” he said, glancing at Carv’s wife.

	“Krystal,” she replied with reluctance. She did as instructed, setting the glass down a bit harder than was necessary.

	“Thank you,” Iro said with a smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Ah, good. Now then, to your question. I am here because of the miracle that happened after you were attacked.”

	“As I told the city guard, I don’t know what happened,” Carv said. “One minute I was unconscious, the next I was staring up at the sky.” He took the bloody rag Krystal had set down to pour drinks and started to wipe his neck. 

	“So, you didn’t see who was using magic?” Iro asked.

	“No, I didn’t,” Carv said.

	“And what about you?” Iro turned his attention to Krystal.

	“I didn’t know what had happened until I found him stumbling into the tavern. I was out back, preparing for today’s services,” Krystal said, tears of guilt pooling around her wide eyes.

	“So, neither of you saw anyone cast anything, yet somehow here you are?” Iro said, glancing between the two tavern owners. He arched a brow. “Anyone else in the crowd I might want to talk to, that might have seen something?”

	“Who wasn’t there? Everyone was watching,” Carv spat.

	Iro stood and nodded. His gloved hand tapped rhythmically on the wooden surface, his eyes fixed on the tavern owner. He watched as Carv shifted from one foot to the other. After an uncomfortable amount of time, he finally broke the silence. “As you say, everyone was there. But no one was seen casting a spell.” He walked to the door and put a hand on the handle, and before pushing it open, he turned to the two at the bar. “You two seen any break-ins? Notice any blood stains you can't account for?”

	“What? No?” Carv said, his brow furrowed. “Why?”

	“If no one cast a spell and healed you, or there were no clerics involved in your miraculous recovery, then it stands to reason that maybe you’ve been turned to a vampire recently,” Iro said with a shrug, then chuckled. “But then again, you shouldn’t be able to stand the holy light of the sun. Right?”

	Carv shot Krystal a worried glance before the door closed behind Iro. The Paladin stood on the stone street, carts thundering up and down the avenue toward their destination. He took a cylindrical roll of paper, stuffed with dried herbs, and lit one end. He began to puff on the other, letting out a billow of smoke as his eyes scanned the chaotic scene around him. The fight had occurred literally in the center of Xonthian City's busiest street, yet no one saw anything. He took another drag and headed toward the cobbler who was peering at him from across the street.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2 – Reflections of Nightmares
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	he leather, high-backed chair held Hon’shu comfortably, protecting his back from the void that threatened to open as if the past were a physical thing. A bottle of whiskey sat on the coffee table beside him, a glass already filled with the amber liquid clasped in his hand, ready to be consumed.

	Hon’shu dreaded the evening hours. Try as he might though to make new memories, they failed to overwrite the ones that haunted him.

	No one knew the personal battles he fought every night in the fire-lit study he was now sitting in. As far as he was aware, not even Tiger knew.

	He thumbed the smooth lines engraved into the crystal tumbler, raised it to his nose, and inhaled deeply. The smell reminded him of peace, campfire stories, and hunting trips with his friends.

	He placed the cool glass to his mouth, the smooth liquid touched his lips, and he sighed as it ran down his throat. He stared into the fireplace, hypnotized by the dancing flames.

	Hon’shu sat and remembered his first day on the front line of the war against the Fire Isle Mages. How bloody it was, how savage the attacks were from both sides. The charred and ravaged remains of men and beast, the smell of sweat-stained leather, the blood-soaked mud, and singed flesh.  The entire first week was enough to cause him to drink. He drowned his sorrows into oblivion and couldn’t sleep without the aid of hard liquor after that. Those memories and many like them always came flooding back at night, as if the sun held them at bay. How had he gotten there? He wondered, watching the flames in the fireplace.

	He recalled wanting to prove to his family and his peers that he was worthy of being a Swords of Justice soldier. He wanted to show everyone, including himself, that he was more than a highborn snob.

	He left home and joined The Swords of Justice. They were strict and disciplined warriors and were, and still are, considered the most elite fighters in the Xonthians' army. They were fearless, savage soldiers who held honor in battle above all else.

	Hon’shu remembered meeting his commander, a stout, ruddy man with scars up and down his arms and across his face. His eyes blazed with fury and focused hatred. Nevertheless, he admired the man and followed his orders religiously throughout his time at the front lines.

	Hon’shu recalled how his sword sang its song of death as it darted in and out of the greenish Orc horde. A blur of steel, followed by the spray of gore, showered his senses. The red liquid that dripped down his face narrowed his vision. The blood he spilled daily could have filled rivers dozens of times. Yet, fear kept him moving during those first few weeks.

	Hon’shu heard his commander howl a battle cry as he tore through the ranks. A spear ricocheted off the man's breastplate, just below the ribcage. The monster that had attacked him did not live long enough to see if his attack had done the commander in.

	“Sir!” Hon’shu remembered calling, “There’s too many. We need to retreat to the Fort.”

	“We NEVER retreat!” The commander yelled over the din of battle.

	However, the more they killed, the more of them were raised the next day. Necromancers called forth the dead, replenishing what they had slain the day before. The Swords of Justice began to pile the corpses and burn them in great pyres to stem the undead tide. The foul, rancid stench of burning flesh could never be washed from his skin and hair.

	“Our men need to heal,” Hon’shu had said.

	But nothing in all his training had prepared him for what he had seen at Fort Pointe and the Wall of Ages.

	He learned early on that the Fire Isle Mages were the embodiment of all that was evil in the world and everything that peace-loving people feared. They were power. Absolute, tainted power. They had hired the Orcs and their kin, and along with the undead, laid siege to all humanity. Their innate ability to bend the very fabric of death caused the use of most magic to become outlawed. Mages that didn’t hide their abilities were exiled to the Fire Isles or executed by the Paladins of GateHar.

	Back on the battlefield, the commander picked up a discarded sword and embedded it into an Orc’s chest, “There is no room for compassion on the battlefield! Now Move!”

	Hon’shu fought his way through the Orcs and Mages. Men lay screaming or dying as blood pooled around them.

	“Do you smell that?” a fellow soldier asked beside Hon’shu.

	The acrid, electrical smell of energy focused on an area just before an explosion was forever etched in his brain.

	“Smells like a lightning storm,” another soldier said.

	“Probably nothing. Let’s move out,” Hon’shu had told them before taking a few steps.

	As he walked away, an explosion sent him flying forward. Molten liquid rained down on him. He ran his hand down his cheek automatically and realized what he thought was water was, in fact, blood. The head of one of the soldiers landed with a wet thump next to him. Its eyes evaporated and withered in their sockets. The man’s ghastly stare penetrated his soul.

	Months and years passed, and Hon’shu quickly rose in the ranks. So much so that when he reached the rank of colonel, he was brought before the king and made a General instead. He was given command of all the Swords of Justice, as well as recruiting and training.

	After a few years of being the King's General, recruitment was higher, and the efficiency of the Swords of Justice was noticeably better. His last great effort to push the Evil Army and the Fire Isle Mages back from the wall affected him the most.

	“You want to push the army against the Wall of Ages and take it back all in one campaign?” the king’s advisor said incredulously, one day in the Throne Room.

	“In essence, yes,” Hon’shu had said, “I have been there; I have seen the blind tactics the enemy employs. This will work, my liege.”

	King Si’ann Alvis studied Hon’shu closely before responding. “What you plan would leave Xonthian City open for attack. Surely such an obvious move would give them pause.”

	“No, they will not expect it. If we make it look like we are defeated, they will fly forward in wild abandonment,” He had assured them.

	“Your majesty, you cannot possibly be entertaining the idea,” The other advisor pleaded.

	Hon’shu had begun to doubt himself. His chest became tight, and his breathing grew strenuous. This was more stressful than leading men into battle against the Orcs, Mages, and undead. He was not fond of the politics involved.

	“Do it, but under one condition. You will lead them personally, General Hon’shu,” the king had declared.

	It only took a month before the battle plan was drawn up, and each commander under him was aware of the tactics. Once again, he found himself stationed at Fort Pointe, leading the Swords of Justice against the Evil Army and the Fire Isle Mages.

	By the end of the following month, his battalions were moving south out of Fort Pointe, hidden in
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