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The Vampire’s Eclipse

Chapter 1 – The Red Eclipse

[image: ]


The road to Noctis Hollow wound like a scar through the mountains.

Elias Thorn had been told three separate times that the carriage could go no farther, and three separate times he had offered more money until the driver reluctantly urged the horses onward. By the time they reached the final ridge, even the animals seemed offended by the journey. Their breath steamed in the cold twilight, hooves slipping on stone darkened by old rain.

“This is where I leave you,” the driver muttered for the fourth time.

“You said that an hour ago.”

“I meant it this time.”

Elias leaned out the carriage window and looked ahead.

The village lay below in the basin of the mountains like something forgotten by the world. A scattering of slate rooftops crouched beneath a rising mist, chimney smoke threading upward in thin gray ribbons. Beyond it, higher than the clustered homes and church steeple, stood the silhouette of a castle carved into the cliffs themselves.

Its towers pierced the evening sky.

Even at this distance, Vale Castle looked less built than summoned.

Elias felt the familiar thrill stir beneath his ribs.

Fear and wonder were cousins. Scholars often forgot that.

He adjusted his spectacles and took out the leather notebook that never left his coat pocket. On the front page, already crowded with observations from the journey, he added another line.

Noctis Hollow first sighted at dusk. Castle visible from all approaches. Deliberate placement suggestive of territorial dominance or symbolic oversight.

The driver made a sign against evil.

“You writing your own death notice, sir?”

“I’m recording architecture.”

“You scholars always call it something fancy before it kills you.”

Elias smiled faintly and tucked the notebook away.

He was twenty-nine years old, underpaid by every institution that had ever employed him, and currently in possession of one trunk, two telescopes, six rolled maps, and an unreasonable belief that truth could be found wherever people most desperately tried to hide it.

That belief had brought him here.

For the last three years, Elias had studied references to a phenomenon scattered across medieval records, monastery ledgers, oral songs, and fragmented astronomical charts: a recurring crimson eclipse visible only from one region of the Carpathian range. Impossible by every known principle of celestial mechanics.

Yet reports persisted through centuries.

Always the same details.

A red sun.

A black halo.

And a lord in the mountain castle who did not die.

Most academics dismissed the accounts as folklore stitched onto ordinary lunar events. Elias had intended to do the same—until he compared dates, angles, and surviving star positions. The mathematics should not have aligned.

But they had.

So he had sold half his books, offended three department heads, and traveled across half a continent to stand in a miserable carriage above a village where superstition clung to the air like smoke.

Worth it already.

The driver climbed down, muttering curses, and unloaded Elias’s trunk into the mud.

“You’ll want the inn,” he said. “Only place for travelers.”

“Excellent.”

“You’ll want to leave by morning.”

“Less excellent.”

“I’m serious.”

The man’s weathered face had gone pale beneath his beard.

“People vanish here.”

“People vanish everywhere,” Elias said lightly. “Usually into marriage or bureaucracy.”

The driver did not laugh.

“They vanish up there.”

He pointed to the castle.

Then he climbed back onto the seat, snapped the reins, and departed so quickly the wheels sprayed Elias with cold water.

Elias stood alone on the ridge, trunk beside him, watching twilight gather over Noctis Hollow.

The castle towers watched back.



The village streets were narrow and crooked, paved in uneven stone polished by centuries of rain. Houses leaned toward one another like conspirators. Lamps glowed behind curtained windows, but few people lingered outside.

Those who did stared openly.

Elias was accustomed to being stared at. His clothes were city-cut, though travel-worn. His dark hair had escaped its tie in the wind. His spectacles, round and wire-framed, gave him the look of a distracted professor—which, he supposed, was accurate enough.

Still, there was something different in these stares.

Not curiosity.

Assessment.

As if the villagers were measuring how long he would last.

He found the inn at the square’s edge, marked by a faded sign depicting a crescent moon split by a crack. Inside, warmth and woodsmoke wrapped around him. A dozen conversations stopped at once.

Perfect.

Elias removed his gloves.

“Good evening,” he said into the silence. “I require a room, a meal, and if available, local maps from the last hundred years.”

No one moved.

Then a broad woman behind the counter snorted.

“You’ll get stew and a bed. Ask nicely and I might add bread. Maps cost extra.”

“At last,” Elias said. “Civilization.”

A few patrons chuckled despite themselves. The tension eased a fraction.

The innkeeper introduced herself as Marta and shoved a bowl into his hands large enough to drown in. The stew was thick, peppered, and likely composed of whatever had recently lost an argument.

He ate gratefully.

Only after the second spoonful did Marta ask, “What brings you here?”

“Research.”

“That’s not a real answer.”

“Astronomy, then.”

That drew glances.

An old man at the hearth spat into the fire.

“Sky’s wrong here.”

“Precisely why I came.”

“Fool reason.”

Elias carried his bowl to the nearest table. “Often true.”

Marta planted both hands on the wood and leaned closer.

“You here for the eclipse?”

He met her gaze.

“Yes.”

Murmurs spread through the room like mice in walls.

She straightened slowly.

“Then you’ll leave before it.”

“No.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I understand that celestial events inspire irrational behavior. Fortunately, I specialize in it.”

The old man by the fire barked a laugh that turned into coughing.

Marta did not smile.

“There are rules in Noctis Hollow,” she said. “Doors barred after dark. No one walks the forest road. No one climbs to the castle.”

“Why?”

Her expression hardened.

“Because Lord Vale notices.”

The name settled over the room with immediate silence.

Elias set down his spoon.

“Lord Vale,” he repeated carefully. “The owner of the castle?”

“The master of it.”

“And is he reclusive, mad, aristocratic, or all three?”

Several people crossed themselves.

Marta whispered, “Keep your clever tongue from speaking of him.”

That only sharpened Elias’s interest.

He had expected legends, yes. But fear this visceral could not be manufactured by story alone.

“What does he do?” Elias asked softly.

No one answered.

Outside, wind pressed against the shutters.

Finally Marta said, “He takes what comes near.”



His room was small but clean, with a narrow bed and a window overlooking the square. Elias unpacked only essentials: notebooks, charts, portable brass telescope, fresh ink.

Then he lit the lamp and spread his papers across the desk.

He worked for hours.

Historical records. Eclipse intervals. Latitude corrections. Sketches copied from monastery walls. Every surviving mention pointed toward a date only nine nights away.

Impossible.

No ordinary eclipse should occur then.

And yet villagers prepared for it as one prepares for winter or war.

At midnight he rubbed tired eyes and stood to stretch. The room had grown stifling. He unlatched the window.

Cold air rushed in.

The village below slept beneath fog. Rooflines blurred silver under moonlight. Far above, the castle stood carved from darkness.

One tower window burned with a single pale light.

Elias frowned.

Then he froze.

Someone stood in that window.

Even at a great distance, the figure was unmistakable: tall, motionless, hands clasped behind his back. The lamp behind him outlined a lean frame and the severe cut of shoulders.

Watching the village.

Watching, Elias realized with a jolt, this window specifically.

Ridiculous. Impossible. He could barely distinguish details.

Yet instinct tightened every nerve in his body.

The man did not move.

Elias reached automatically for the telescope, nearly upsetting ink in the process. He set the brass tube against the sill, adjusted focus with trembling fingers, and aimed at the distant tower.

Cloud crossed the moon.

The lens blurred.

He swore under his breath and corrected again.

When the image sharpened, the window was empty.

No figure.

Only light.

Elias lowered the telescope slowly.

The skin along his arms prickled despite the warm room.

He told himself what any sensible scholar would: distance distorted shapes. Exhaustion invited fancy. Villagers’ warnings had primed expectation.

He told himself many sensible things.

None explained why his pulse still raced.

He remained at the window longer than necessary, staring toward the castle.

At last he closed the shutters and returned to the desk.

Instead of astronomical notes, he opened a fresh page and wrote:

Observed individual in eastern tower, approximately midnight. Presence produced immediate physiological alarm disproportionate to evidence. Need direct confirmation of occupant identity.

He paused.

Then added:

Eyes may have reflected light.

He stared at the sentence.

He had not seen the eyes clearly enough to know their color.

Only that they had found him across impossible distance.

Elias blotted the ink harder than intended.



Sleep came in fragments.

Dreams of a black castle beneath a bleeding sun.

Dreams of footsteps outside his door.

Dreams of cold fingers brushing the side of his throat.

He woke before dawn, breath sharp in his lungs, room silent and empty.

Gray morning seeped around the shutters.

For a long moment he lay still, listening to his own heartbeat.

Then he laughed softly at himself.

“Congratulations, Thorn,” he muttered. “One evening in a mountain village and you’ve become dramatic.”

He rose, dressed, and opened the window.

Mist drowned the square. Somewhere below, a bell rang.

Above the fog, the towers of Vale Castle pierced the pale sky like the ribs of something ancient buried in stone.

A flicker of movement caught his eye.

On the highest parapet stood a solitary figure in black.

Too far to identify.

Too still to mistake for anyone else.

Elias’s mouth went dry.

The figure inclined its head in the smallest possible gesture.

Then vanished behind the tower wall.

Elias gripped the sill.

Fear and wonder, he reminded himself, were cousins.

And for the first time in years, both had come calling at once.
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Chapter 2 – Invitation in Black Wax
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By breakfast, the village had decided Elias Thorn was doomed.

He could tell by the way people looked at him.

Some wore pity. Others irritation, as though his likely death would become an inconvenience they’d be forced to discuss over supper. A few seemed almost offended that he still occupied space among the living after spending the night under Lord Vale’s notice.

Elias found this dramatic.

He also found it useful.

People revealed more through fear than comfort.

The common room of the inn had brightened with morning light, though the windows admitted only a weak gray filtered through mountain mist. Marta moved behind the counter with martial efficiency, slamming plates hard enough to discourage conversation. Farmers in wool coats crowded the long tables. A pair of women plucked feathers from chickens near the hearth. Somewhere upstairs, floorboards creaked beneath heavy footsteps.

No one mentioned the castle.

Naturally, Elias did.

He sat at a corner table with coffee dark enough to strip paint and unfolded one of his star charts. “Marta,” he called, “which direction does the eastern tower face exactly?”

The room went silent so quickly he heard the chickens protest.

Marta turned slowly.

“Toward trouble.”

“I was hoping for degrees.”

“You’ll get stew again if you keep talking.”

“That seems unrelated.”

She marched over, snatched the chart, glanced at the diagrams upside down, then shoved it back.

“Why?”

“I saw someone in the tower last night.”

A spoon clattered from another table.

Marta’s face tightened. “You looked?”

“I own eyes. They wandered.”

“You should train them better.”

Elias stirred his coffee. “Do all your nobles maintain such intense surveillance of visiting academics?”

She leaned close enough that he smelled flour on her sleeves.

“Listen to me, scholar. Whatever you think you saw, forget it.”

“I prefer remembering things. It’s how scholarship works.”

“He notices curiosity.”

“Then we have something in common.”

Marta muttered a curse in a language Elias did not know and stalked away.

He smiled into his cup.

Then, quietly, he opened his notebook.

Village reacts strongly to mention of observation from eastern tower. Fear not merely superstitious; suggests repeated direct encounters.

He paused, then added:

Marta hostile but protective. Important distinction.

The door opened.

Cold air swept through the inn.

Every head turned.

A man stood in the threshold dressed entirely in black.

Not black as fashion, but black as declaration. His coat was sharply tailored, the fabric heavy and immaculate despite the muddy roads. Gloves of dark leather covered elegant hands. Snow had melted in droplets along his shoulders without leaving a mark.

He was young enough in face to be handsome, old enough in bearing to feel dangerous. Pale hair brushed his collar. His expression was perfectly neutral in the way only the very powerful managed.

No villager greeted him.

Several lowered their eyes.

The stranger stepped inside, removed one glove finger by finger, and produced an envelope.

“Mr. Elias Thorn,” he said.

His voice carried effortlessly across the room.

Elias raised two fingers. “Still alive, yes.”

The man approached and placed the envelope on the table with surgical precision.

It was thick cream paper, sealed in black wax impressed with a crescent moon.

No address.

No name.

Only certainty.

The messenger regarded Elias as one might regard a dog unexpectedly seated at a piano.

“My lord requests your presence this evening.”

“Requests?”

The man’s face did not change.

“Yes.”

“How democratic of him.”

A muscle moved once near the messenger’s jaw.

“He expects an answer now.”

Elias lifted the envelope but did not break the seal immediately. The wax was smooth, glossy, cold despite the warm room.

Around him, the inn held its breath.

He looked up.

“And if I decline?”

The messenger’s pale eyes flicked briefly to the windows, where the castle loomed somewhere beyond the fog.

“You are free to choose.”

That was not an answer.

Which meant it was the real one.

Elias broke the seal.

Inside lay a single card, heavy stock, written in dark ink with precise elegant script.

Mr. Thorn,

Your arrival and stated interests have come to my attention. I believe we may be of mutual use regarding your studies of the forthcoming eclipse.

If you would grant me the courtesy of conversation, a carriage shall collect you at sunset.

Lucien Vale

No flourish.

No title.

No apology.

Elias read it twice.

Then once more, for the handwriting.

Beautiful script often belonged to disciplined men. Disciplined men could be reasoned with.

Sometimes.

“Well,” he said aloud, folding the card. “At least he spells correctly.”

The messenger blinked.

Marta marched over so fast Elias feared for nearby furniture.

“You’re not going.”

“I haven’t said I am.”

“You’re not.”

“An important distinction.”

She slapped one broad hand on the table.

“No one goes to that castle willingly.”

“That seems statistically unlikely.”

“No one returns the same.”

“That,” Elias said, “is more interesting.”

Her eyes flashed with anger sharpened by fear.

“You think this is some game because you came with books and city shoes. You think danger is romantic when it belongs to stories.”

“I think ignorance is expensive,” he said quietly.

The room hushed again.

Marta stared at him for a long moment, then straightened.

“Then pay for your own coffin.”

She stalked away.

The messenger still waited.

Elias tucked the invitation into his coat.

“Tell your lord yes.”

The man inclined his head once.

Then he turned and left, taking half the room’s warmth with him.



The hours until sunset passed with glacial stubbornness.

Elias attempted work and failed.

He checked calculations, sharpened pencils, repacked and unpacked his satchel. He reviewed every known reference to Vale Castle and found little beyond contradictory rumors: noble line extinct two centuries ago, estate abandoned, estate cursed, estate wealthy, estate burned and rebuilt thrice, estate inhabited by wolves, ghosts, tax collectors.

The last seemed least credible.

At noon he climbed the church hill for a better view.

Fog thinned enough to reveal the road curling upward through pine forest toward the cliffs. The castle sat beyond, its walls integrated into raw stone so completely that architecture and mountain seemed one creature.

No banners flew.

No smoke rose.

No visible movement disturbed the battlements.

Yet he felt watched the entire time.

By late afternoon clouds gathered thick and low. The sun became a pale coin behind wool.

Marta delivered supper to his room without comment.

When she turned to leave, Elias said, “Why stay here?”

She paused at the door.

“What?”

“If the castle is as terrible as everyone says. Why remain?”

Her shoulders stiffened.

“Because some of us belong to places that don’t deserve us.”

Then she left.

Elias wrote that down too.



The carriage arrived exactly at sunset.

No horses announced it. No wheels rattled over stone.

One moment the square was empty. The next, black lacquered doors gleamed beneath the inn window.

Elias, who disliked being impressed by theatrics, was deeply impressed.

The driver wore the same severe black as the messenger and said nothing as he took Elias’s bag.

Marta stood in the doorway of the inn with folded arms.

“You can still refuse,” she called.

Elias hesitated.

The square had emptied. Curtains twitched. Faces hid behind glass.

Above them all, invisible in the mist, waited the castle.

He adjusted his spectacles.

“If I don’t return by breakfast, save my notes.”

“Idiot boy.”

“Noted.”

He climbed inside.

The carriage door closed with a velvet thud.



The road upward was smoother than expected.

No lantern burned inside, yet a soft silver light seemed to exist without source. Elias suspected hidden lamps, polished surfaces, or sorcery; as a scientist, he remained open-minded.

They passed through forest so dense the trees looked stitched together. Branches scraped occasionally across the roof like fingernails. Once he glimpsed shapes pacing between trunks—too large for dogs, too fluid for deer.

He decided not to ask.

After nearly an hour, the carriage slowed.

Iron gates stood open.

Beyond them, Vale Castle rose in full.

Even prepared, Elias forgot to breathe.

Massive walls of dark stone climbed directly from the cliff edge. Towers lanced into the clouds. Gargoyles crouched along parapets slick with rain. Hundreds of narrow windows reflected no light. Bridges connected sections built across natural chasms, creating a labyrinth suspended over mountain void.

It was magnificent.

And wrong.

Too large for practical defense.

Too graceful for military necessity.

A monument built not to survive attack, but to inspire surrender.

The carriage rolled beneath an archway and stopped in a courtyard paved with black granite.

The doors opened.

Cold air poured in carrying cedar, rain, and something older—mineral, metallic, faintly sweet.

Blood, some primitive part of Elias thought.

Ridiculous.

A servant led him through halls lit by chandeliers whose candles never flickered. Marble floors mirrored vaulted ceilings painted with constellations. Portraits lined the walls: nobles, soldiers, women in jeweled gowns, scholars in robes.

In several paintings, the
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