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​CHAPTER ONE
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The rot was a silent, creeping terror, a cold that devoured not flesh, but the very marrow of his immortality. It did not burn like a sunbeam or cut like a silver blade; it was a slow, gnawing dissolution that promised an end far more agonizing and humiliating than death. William, once a lord of shadows, a creature of midnight and fear, felt his very essence flaking away like old parchment, his skin a brittle map of his own decay. His once-powerful hands, now translucent and papery, trembled as they traced the looping, intricate script of the book before him. The curse had made his veins, once a powerful network of life-force, stand out like a roadmap of regret against his fading skin.

Hunched in the heart of a repository of forbidden knowledge, he was a ghost in a graveyard of memories. The book, a thing of myth bound in leather so worn it had almost turned to dust, its gold embossing a dull, forgotten sheen, was the only thing that mattered. It was a last, desperate hope against a malady that had already claimed a dozen of his kind. He remembered the first sting of its icy touch in the last Autumn's chill, a warning whispered on the dying wind. Now, as the year turned again and the autumnal leaves outside began their slow, crimson fall, the curse was back. It was in every shifting shadow, whispering his name, a promise to render him to dust before the first snowfall.

He was a relic, a living fossil. The relentless march of time had drained the very magic from the air, a magic he now desperately needed to survive. Centuries he had searched, poring over ancient texts in forgotten corners of the world, driven by a desperate need to survive a malady that felt like a cruel, poetic punishment from the ancient gods of his people.

His heart, a thing that had not beaten in centuries, thrummed with a frantic, artificial beat as he found what he sought on a brittle, yellowed page: a spell of rejuvenation. The price, however, was a cruel joke, a cosmic irony that made his breath catch in his throat. The single, brittle, yellowed page laid it out in stark, unfeeling terms. The spell required the tears of a witch born under a blood moon. A witch—the sworn enemy of his kind. To seek one out, to ask for aid... was an act of unthinkable desperation.

A witch, he sneered, the thought itself a bitter taste on his tongue. My kind were created to hunt their kind, a curse from the gods for a crime my ancestors committed in a long-forgotten age. But my Bloodline... we were different. We chose to stand against the tide of darkness, to shield the humans, and even the witches, from the true monsters of the world. For that defiance, for that unforgivable heresy, the gods had sentenced them to a slow, rotting death. This is the final, exquisite mockery of my curse: my only hope for salvation lies in the tears of the very kind I was born to destroy.

A flash of his past self, a king among vampires, a predator that commanded the night, flared in his mind. Now, he was reduced to a supplicant, a beggar at the feet of his enemy. How could he possibly convince her? How could a creature of shadow and malice ask for a thing so pure and sacred? And yet, the alternative was dust. The promise of oblivion. The indignity of begging was a meager price compared to the indignity of turning to ash. He had no other choice.

Rising from his chair, William’s movements were stiff, each joint a protest against his decaying form. He tucked the book under his arm, its weight both a comfort and a burden. Stepping out, the world was bathed in the blood-crimson light of the hanging moon. It was a stark contrast to the warm, golden days of his youth, a time when he had been a king among vampires, a predator that commanded the night. Now, he was a beggar, walking in the light of a moon that seemed to mock his fading strength.

The crunch of leaves under his worn leather boots was a solemn cadence, each step a morbid countdown. The wind whispered secrets through the trees, carrying the scent of decay and the promise of change. It was Autumn’s final breath, and it filled William with a mix of dread and grim determination. He had to find the witch before the final leaf fell and his fate was sealed.

His journey led him into the heart of Wraithfast, a town that had grown weary with time itself. The cobblestones, slick with mist, were worn and treacherous, each stone a silent witness to centuries of forgotten history. The buildings, hunched and gabled, leaned into one another like conspirators, their shadows holding the whispered echoes of a history too long and too heavy to bear. The crimson moonlight cast long, dancing shadows that played tricks on his tired eyes, making him second-guess every turn.

The human residents had long ago retreated to the warmth of their hearths. Through the grimy, leaded-glass windows, he could see the flickering amber glow of a hundred fires, and the fragrant tang of roasting meat and baking bread, scents of a simple, fleeting happiness. Their mortal lives were a stark contrast to his tortured eternity. The emptiness of his own existence was a cold, bitter thing. He was no one, and he belonged to no one. The air, heavy with the scent of woodsmoke and damp earth, held a tension that had nothing to do with the coming winter, but with the quiet terror that had settled over Wraithfast after the long years of vampiric predations. The silence was not peaceful, but a prelude, a coiled snake of anticipation waiting to strike.

He felt the magic before he saw it, a tingling in the air that was both familiar and repellent. It was the same ancient energy that flowed through him, the life-force of a dying world, but here it was twisted, honed into a weapon. The whispers of the wind grew stronger as he approached the outskirts of the town, where the cobblestone gave way to dirt and the buildings to ruins. He recognized the familiar sigils in the tingling air, the layered wards of a Coven's protective spell. Their magic was meant to ward off intruders like him—a warning, a declaration of war. He ignored it. Even weakened by the Blight as he was, the spell of protection was no hindrance to him. He continued.

There, in the crumbling heart of what was once a grand cathedral, lay the rebel camp of the witches. The massive stone arches, once reaching for the heavens, were now jagged, broken teeth against the night sky, their stained-glass windows shattered into constellations of glowing shards. Vines, thick as a man's arm, had reclaimed the walls, while ancient trees had pushed up through the nave, their branches weaving a canopy of defiance. The air thickened with the pungent scent of wild herbs and smoldering incense, a perfume that tasted of defiance and sacred reclamation. It was a potent mix of earth and fire, a living presence that had taken hold in the dead bones of a human god's forgotten house.

Flames licked the obsidian night sky from a dozen fires, their orange glow dancing across the pale features of the witches. They were a motley Coven, their ranks filled with both the young and the old, their clothing a practical assortment of leather and homespun wool, woven with intricate, glowing runes. As William stepped into the camp, a silence fell over the rebels. Their eyes, a mix of surprise and hostility, narrowed as they took in the sight of the dying vampire. He saw their hands tighten on their staffs and their daggers. A low murmur, a brewing storm of whispers, ran through the camp. A young witch, her face streaked with soot and her hand clutching a dagger, stepped forward. “What business does a bloodsucker have in our camp?” she spat, her voice laced with venom. Another joined her, and then another, their hostility a palpable force.

William did not answer with words, but with an act of desperate vulnerability. He extended a hand, palm up, and the flickering firelight caught the full horror of his curse. The skin on his palm was no longer whole, but cracked and crumbling like old clay, the cold, creeping rot visible to all. A collective gasp swept through the camp, and the young witches hesitated, their daggers lowered just enough for William to pass.

And then he saw her.

She sat apart from the others, a queen among her subjects, her fiery hair a molten mix of Autumn brown and spun gold that caught the dancing firelight. Her eyes, a shocking shade of emerald, glowed with a power that could only be born of a blood moon. William heard her name, Amalia, passed from one witch to the next in hushed, reverent tones, a name laced with the power to turn the tide of a war with a single word. He felt a primal mix of fear and an undeniable, magnetic pull towards her. She was a weapon, a storm waiting to be unleashed, and she was his only hope.

He approached her with caution, the ancient book held tightly against his chest like a shield. “I come in peace,” he rasped, his voice a dry, rattling whisper that barely carried over the crackle of the flames. “I seek your help.”

Amalia studied him, her fiery eyes narrowing in suspicion. She was tall, a warrior clad in dark, functional leathers, with a strength in her posture that spoke of countless battles. “What could you possibly want from me?” she spat, her voice thick with contempt, each word a venomous arrow. “You’re one of them. A creature of the night that has brought us nothing but pain.”

William felt the weight of his dwindling time pressing down on him, a physical ache in his bones. He reached into the folds of his cloak and pulled out a small, velvet pouch. Opening it, he revealed a single, shimmering leaf. It pulsed with a soft, green light, a symbol of life in a world that craved their destruction. It was a leaf from the Tree of Life, a rare
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A powerful vampire, facing his last Autumn, ﬁnds a hope of
salvation in the one woman who has the power to destroy him
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