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JUDGEMENT OF SOULS: Origin

The stranger raised his finger to his lips and whispered, “Don’t alarm your guards, I am no threat to you or your army.”

“Who are you?” probed the pope as he grappled to get up.

“I am here to help you. I am the general of a great army and we are willing to come to your aid... if you wish for it to happen.” said the stranger.

“Again sir I will ask, who are you?”

The stranger walked further into the tent and looked down at the maps,

“This will not help you, as we speak Salah Uddin has recruited more soldiers from the Middle Eastern states and they are almost here,” he looked directly at the pope. “...thousands of them. He means to come here for you. There will be no escape for you or your men unless you accept the offer of help that I can give you. I have over ten thousand soldiers who can be here before this very day is out. Another ten ready to go at a moment’s notice after that...and more can be called. You need only ask for our help.”
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PROLOGUE

On the 27th November, 1095 the Papacy, under the leadership of Pope Urban II, called the First Crusade.  It initially was called in response to a desperate plea from the Byzantine Emperor Alexios I.  He begged the Pope for volunteers from the west to come to his aid and to help annihilate the Turks who had invaded his territory.  The Papal council decreed that they would send their most loyal soldiers to fight and reclaim the lands back for him.  But it was a battle that they were ill equipped to fight.  In the early days of the Crusades the marauding Turks swamped the Middle East and spread their tyranny far across Europe.  They wiped out army after army and pillaged unprotected communities and they lay waste to a bloody mass of bodies of those that didn’t join in their cause.  

Once they began that fight, the pope hoped to restore Christian order to the holy places in and around Jerusalem that had been taken in the Muslim conquests of 632BC, but it soon escalated and it ended up as a full-blown military mission to fully regain the entire Holy Lands.  The Christians’ main objective at the very start was to recapture the sacred city of Jerusalem itself and then the rest of the Holy Lands and to free the Eastern Christians from the barbaric Islamic rule.

In total there were nine separate Crusades to retake the Holy Lands and the whole conflict lasted almost three hundred years. Countless warriors left their homes across Europe to fight for holy justice and most of them never returned home.  

The Crusades also saw the start of various knightly orders that included the Knights Templars, the Hospitaller and the Teutonic knights.  Some of the groups, like the Templars, established such power, that their reputation often overshadowed the pope himself and caused conflict within the church.  

But in the autumn of 1289 and in his determination to diminish the Templar role in the church, the pope of the time, Nicholas IV, instigated the start of a new and secret order that would be governed solely by him and would be known to many as the Righteous.

CHAPTER ONE

In an army encampment in the northern territories of Hungary and a few miles outside of a small town called Debrecen in Hajdu-Bihar, two men sat in an army regulated tent, big enough for four soldiers, but thankfully occupied by two. One polished his black leather boots, while the other rubbed a whetstone across an already sharp and well-used sword.  

To a mortal, one of the men, a Captain called Phillippe de Grosnez, appeared to be around thirty-five, but was in fact just over three hundred years old. He was tall, around six foot, with shoulder-length dark hair and the greyest almond-shaped eyes that when caught in a certain light, sparkled a translucent silver glow. His muscled physique, his chiselled facial features and his attractive smile, made him extremely handsome.  Phillippe wore the uniform of a captain in the vampire army, which consisted of an embroidered red and gold knee-length surcoat in a woolen fabric.  Whereas most under tunics—or Aketons—would be lined with fur or linen, Phillippe avoided the padded version as it became uncomfortable when it rained and hampered his sword maneuverability.  Under his tunic, he wore a white shirt with long, tight sleeves and tailored black cloth leggings that would be tucked into his black, hand stitched leather knee high boots. His undergarments were made from linen, which were more comfortable against the skin and could be washed and then bleached in the sun.

He had already become a firm favourite with the local tavern wenches and harlots, when he frequented any of the mortal establishments—which was frequently, once he found out that he really enjoyed the company of mortal women who accepted him into their beds.  The women were soft and warm and able to do things that even a vampire found hard to resist. Phillippe was born a pureblood vampire, but he never knew his parents. His mother died the second he was born and his father was killed in a battle shortly afterwards.  He was brought up in the army compound of the vampire Elysium, the community of safety for all kindred and where the vampire council kept an eye on the proceedings and happenings in the mortal world that involved the vampires who lived in it.  

Purebred vampires were initiated into vampire life by means of an embrace at sixteen years old. The ceremony varied from vampire to vampire, but for Phillippe it was particularly testing and difficult, as he did not possess the blood of his parents, which was needed for the ceremony. The council decreed that he would take blood from the ancients in the council, and it lead him to become a more favoured vampire. To repay the council who had protected him, he joined the army full time and worked his way up the ranks. From an early age, he’d shown strength in swordsmanship and leadership and he expertly handled himself on a horse to become a winner in many of the combat competitions that the council held annually.  

The second man in the tent was also a captain. Tobias Loughery was Phillippe’s best friend.  One hundred and twenty seven years before they met, he was almost at death on a battlefield in Egypt, when he was given the chance to live a different life by a general who was impressed with his sword skills.  Before he’d been injured, he’d single-handedly fought against five opponents. He’d killed two and was overpowered by the other three, but not before he wounded them all.  Tobias and Phillippe met during a conflict that they could hardly remember, when they recounted their tales to whoever would listen to them.  Each would tell a different tale of how they’d saved the other’s life, on the few occasions when their attentions were not fully on the battlefield or when a brawl had broken out in some tavern over a wench that they couldn’t remember the name of, the next morning. 

Tobias was shorter than Phillippe, almost below his shoulder in height. His hair was a dark copper with a slight curly wave. He wore it loose, which gave him the most peculiar look when he wore his helmet.  His eyes were green and although his facial features didn’t make him an attractive man, there was something about him that made the wenches smile and he took his fair share of female conquests.  

The Crusades seemed like a world away from these two battle hungry vampires.  And it made it all the more unbearable when information from those far off battles would reach the camp and make them even hungrier to join in the fight.  Each time a new battalion would arrive to help them in whichever country or dispute they were there to fight for, they always came with the tales of the bloody battles of the Crusades that they’d been in months, sometimes weeks, before.  And to young and ambitious soldiers, it overwhelmed them with frustration that they were being kept away from the Crusades and being made to fight over some petty land disputes that they couldn’t have cared less about. The vampires, over time, had formed several alliances with mortals and would help in war campaigns and disputes to rid lands from invaders, but also to invade neighbouring territories themselves, wherever the need was great, or the rewards were the highest.  But it also at times pitted vampire against vampire.  With over ten vampire clans to keep watch over, it was no surprise to learn that some clans despised the vampire council and did what they could to oppose any laws that they imposed on other vampires. This meant that in any battle, you could come across another vampire in battle and would have to literally fight to the death.  

By the time the vampire council called the vampire general, Demitri Katos, back to them for a meeting, the Crusades had raged for almost eighty years, but the rumours and whispers between the men around the camp were that things—hopefully—were soon about to change.

––––––––

In the spring of 1115, the Muslim armies had spread like a black veil over most of Europe.  Spain, Russia and even parts of Germany had fallen to the Turks, much to the dismay of Pope Paschal II, who was afraid that the invaders would soon knock on the very doors of Rome.  So with this fear in mind, he called to his side, a group of high-ranked generals and recruited them into his holy army.  The Knights Templar would take their orders directly from Rome and were soon to be known as “the church’s army.” 

Their first mission was to engage with Salah Uddin, the ruler of the Muslim Saracens who’d declared his own rule over Egypt and in so doing, increased the tension between him and the current Saracen ruler, Nur al-Din.  But even though the alliance between the two leaders was not a favourable one, it didn’t really matter, because a little while later - and perhaps extremely convenient for Salah Uddin, Nur al-Din was dead and Salah Uddin began his own bloody rule over Egypt and his battle with the church intensified.  

The pope became obsessed with the heavy losses of his Christian crusaders and knew he had to find another way to defeat the Saracens, but all his plans were thwarted by the stronger opposing army.  

And just when he thought there was no way to defeat Salah Uddin and he would have to return to Rome and pray that he would not be followed by his enemy, the pope was offered a new and “different” sort of alliance.

A month after a fierce battle in Cairo that left a little over half of his crusaders dead, and with no reinforcements to arrive there for at least another three weeks, Pope Paschal II sat in his tent and stared blankly at his tactical maps. He scratched his head as he worked out how they could defeat, or at least be able to take a quick exit if they (or he) needed one, when he looked up to see a man dressed in a black and gold uniform  in front of him.  Startled, he fell backwards and tripped over a small stool, so in shock, that he was unable to shout out for his guards to  help him.

The stranger raised a finger to his lips and whispered, “Don’t alarm your guards, I am no threat to you or your army.”

“Who are you?” probed the pope as he struggled to get up. 

“I am here to help you. I am the general of a great army and we are willing to come to your aid...if you wish for it to happen,” said the stranger.

“Again, sir, I ask, who are you?”

The stranger walked farther into the tent and looked down at the maps. “This will not help you. As we speak. Salah Uddin has recruited more soldiers from the Middle Eastern states and they are almost here.” He looked directly at the pope. “Thousands of them.  He means to come here for you. There will be no escape for you or your men, unless you accept the offer of help that I can give you.  I have over ten thousand soldiers who can be here before this very day is out.  Another ten, ready to go at a moment’s notice after that... and more can be called.  You need only ask for our help.”  

The stranger’s sclera turned a blood red, his pupils to bright silver, and his irises to black. The pope blinked in disbelief at what he had seen.  “Your eyes?” His hand quivered as he stretched it out and pointed at them. “Who are you sir, and why do you offer this help when you should already be fighting with the army of God?”

“I know not of your God and nor do I care for him. My name is Demitri Katos and I am the highest-ranking general in the vampire army.”  

“Vampire?” The pope inhaled sharply. “You are worse than the enemy we fight. You are demons. How can I ask my Christian army to fight with you when you are in league with the devil?”

“Because if you don’t, you and your armies will be defeated,” said Demitri.  “You cannot win this battle, would you purposely lead your soldiers and yourself to an imminent death, when you have an offer of a great victory at your disposal?”

The pope stood silent for a moment, afraid to move. “And what would you want in return for this help?  Gold? Land?”

“We care not for those things. I ask only that we be allowed to live among you in peace with no harm to our kindred.”

“I cannot make that decision.”

“You are the pope.”  Demitri looked puzzled. “If you can’t make that decision, then who can?”

“I cannot sanction this.  You are creatures of darkness; you were made from a demon.”

“Then you will all die and the Saracens will wipe your Christian church from this earth. Is what we are any worse than what they are in your eyes?  I offer you a victory, they offer you death.  Who needs to know how or where the victory has come from?”

“I cannot.” The pope shook his head at the suggestion.  

Demitri sighed. “Nevertheless, we will be watching. If you decide that you need our help, send a man to the highest hill with a red flag just after midnight and we will return to you with our army at your disposal.”

The pope looked back at his maps and nodded. When he looked back, Demitri was gone.

CHAPTER TWO

On the other side of a ridge just outside of Damascus, ten thousand Christian soldiers waited for the mass advance of Saracen that they could hear coming toward them.  They felt the ground shake and watched as the sands parted as though it tried to get away from what was about to come next.  As they looked up, they saw a line of Salah Uddin’s greatest fighter’s line up. The disturbed dust behind them ensured that they were not alone.

A man dressed in black on a magnificent black stallion, wore a silk headscarf that blew in the breeze.  Al-Amir–bi-Hakrim, the highest ranking commander in Salah Uddin’s army, looked down at the Christians, a look of pity on his face. His army was five times greater, had far superior weapons and they fought for a land that was rightly theirs.  The Christian invaders would not escape this battle and he would send a message back to the other crusaders that they should leave or face the same massacre.  And he would do it by making sure that only the heads of their generals be sent back to their Christian camps.  He looked down his line of soldiers. Every one of them stomped the ground in eager anticipation of their predicted victory.  And he would give it to them very soon.  He looked back down to the Christians and his look of pity disappeared and became a look of triumph, a look that would make Allah himself proud. 

The charge down the ridge by the Saracens, could only be compared to a volcano as it exploded to spew out its heavy boulders into an unprotected village.  They annihilated the first line of Christians without much effort.  They tossed them into the air with their ferocious slashes and gouges of their skilled blades. Even the line of priests in their white robes, who bravely carried their religious banners, did not gain any mercy and their robes were soon stained with their own blood.  Scimitar swords moved at speeds to cut down line after line before they yielded or could throw a suitable blow in defence.  

And like a line of lava that devoured each and every person, they passed through their enemy to face the emptiness of the land again. 

Al-Amir–bi-Hakrim, bloodied by his kills, looked back at the battle sands.  He raised his blade and shouted, “Allah, Allah.”

His men raised their scimitars and shouted in victorious rapture, “Allah be praised.”

“Find their generals,” ordered Al-Amir–bi-Hakrim. “Show these invaders that we are champions.  Send the heads back to their Christian leader, burn the bodies.  Write a parchment and tell him to pray for his own head.  We are coming for it and we will wipe them all from this land...  Allah be praised, today we are victorious once more.”

––––––––

A week after his encounter with a vampire general, the pope looked down from a hill at the carnage. He shook his head and pulled on his horse’s reins to ride back to the camp.  In silence, his four generals followed until the pope looked out at another hill.

“General Devoe, this evening you will send out a lone horseman to that hill. He will carry a red flag to the top of it and stay there until morning.”

––––––––

A heat-scorched evening wind blew around the camp.  It made the soldiers retreat into their tents while those brave enough to stay outside, tried their best to find shelter from it with scarves wrapped around their heads and faces.  To an outsider, it could have easily resembled the Saracen camp just a few miles over the valley.  It also made the horses skittish as though they knew what was about to be brought into their camp.  

Pope Paschal waited in his tent for word that his message had been received.  He’d hoped that when the vampires saw the flag, they would be there in minutes. But hours had passed and nothing.  

“You need not worry,” said a voice from behind him. “I gave you my word that we would come.” Demitri stood in full army uniform, a shining sword to the side and a satisfied, almost victorious, smile on his face.

The pope hung his head and then said, “Before you join us, there is one condition.”

“A condition?  We are going to help you annihilate your enemy and you have a condition?” 

“We are Christian, and as such we... I... cannot condone what you are.  Even if we need your help, we need some assurances from you all.”

“What are they?”

“You will not take any from our army to—”

“To feed?” interrupted Demitri with a raised eyebrow.

“You will not use anything against God to defeat the enemy except for your strength and ability to fight.”

“That’s not one condition.  Do you really want to lose the biggest part of what we are?”

“Those are my terms and in return you will be allowed, by Pope Decree, to live amongst the mortals.  They will not hunt or persecute any of your kind.  That will become law and it will be done in God’s name.”

Demitri hesitated and then agreed. “It shall happen this way.” He took his hand out of his glove and offered it to the pope. “I will inform our armies of this and they will obey your commands.  I pray for all your sakes, that you keep your word.  Our retribution would be severe.”

“I am the voice of God on this earth and my armies will obey my words.”

The pope smiled because he knew that this day would be written in history as the day the Christians slaughtered the Saracen... although the story would be slightly altered from the real truth.

––––––––

Demitri returned to the vampire camp in Debrecen and summoned his generals. Five stood around a table. Battle scars decorated their skin and toughened by the centuries, they had all fought alongside Demitri. The most senior was a Frenchman called Dontain. Second to him, a Bretagne called Devoe, down the line to three others, two Spaniards and another from Greece. Three others of lesser rank, but who had performed well over the years, stood with them. They would now receive the high rank of General and take command of their own men.

“I am more concerned about the sun,” worried General Devoe.  

“I have discussed this with the pope,” responded Demitri. “Even the Saracens know they would not survive a battle in the heat. And so far, their battles have never taken place with the sun so high.  They have been fought later in the day, when the sun begins to diminish. Anything before that time would prove fruitless to any side, even the Saracens. Neither army would survive for too long.  They know we are weaker during the highest sun, but even then, we are still stronger than they are at any time of the day.  But come twilight, we will be at our strongest.  The Christians will begin their attack and we will follow and then we will fight.”

Phillippe entered the tent in the middle of the conversation.

“...the Christians will be behind the third line of our defence,” said Demitri. “Whoever gets through the lines, we will kill.” He looked up and saw Phillippe. “Phillippe, you are to take a battalion to the west and attack from the sides, General Devoe will attack from the east.”

General Devoe spoke up, “But Phillippe is still a captain and even he is new to his rank. How can you ask him to command a battalion?”

“Has he not fought alongside you, bravely putting his life ahead of others?  I am appointing him this opportunity as I am doing to others.”

Phillippe stood, wide-eyed, and smiled. “I am quite capable of completing this mission.  Will I be allowed to pick who rides at my side?”

“You will,” answered Demitri.  “There is just one other point that has its implications for us all.  The pope has demanded certain conditions from us and I have agreed to it.”

The shuffle around the table alarmed Demitri.  This part was never going to be easy to tell them.  “The pope has asked that we do not use any from the Christian army to feed from, and I have agreed.”  

“What?” queried General Devoe.  “They want our help but on their terms?”

“The first condition is feeding.  It is understandable that he is concerned for his men.  The other condition is that we only use our fighting skills and our strengths.  No use of any other methods.”

“Do they want to win this war of theirs? Haven’t they already spent enough time fighting?” one of the Spanish generals asked.

“That is their condition.  I thought that under the circumstances, we would prevail on this.  After all, he did ask that we not feed from their army.  He did not mention anything about the enemy. We will leave a small battalion here and the rest will assemble on a ridge just east of the Christian camp this evening.  But first, we must end what we started here.” 

––––––––

Back in his own tent, a surprised Phillippe sat motionless and watched Tobias pace excitedly around the tent.  

“That’s quite an honour.” Tobias said quickly.  

“It’s only one battalion, hardly general of the entire army.”

“But still...”

“Still nothing.  There are going to be thirty battalions and thirty other captains doing the same.”

“He didn’t ask me. I don’t even know if I’m going,” he said in a mournful voice and sighed pitifully.  “I may be one of those that have to stay here fighting over a hectare of land for some fat lord and just hear about the battles from other soldiers as they pass through here.”

“You’ll be with me,” said Phillippe sharply, “Do you think I would leave you in this cesspool?”

“Well, I didn’t want to presume, but I wouldn’t have stopped asking even if it meant being on my knees and begging.”

Phillippe laughed and placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Who else will make me look more handsome to the wenches if I don’t have you by my side?”

“You are generosity at its most virtuous. When we arrive in those new lands, we shall go to the tavern and I shall allow you first look at the wenches.” He smiled and raised an eyebrow.

Phillippe nodded and gave a slight laugh. “You, will allow me?”

“Fine, I shall at least provide the wine and the music.”

Phillippe clapped his hands together. “Do you know what this means?  We’re finally going into a real battle and we won’t have to hear about them from anyone else who passes through here.  We will be there at long last to see it all for ourselves.”

“Tonight, I’m going to give my sword some extra attention and sharpen my blade,” said Tobias. He stopped, raised a finger to tap his lips and then folded his arms. “This will be the first time that we have fought alongside mortal soldiers. How do you think they will react?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” Phillippe said. “They’re soldiers same as us, maybe they won’t even care?  Maybe they won’t even know.”

“Well, you should think about it.  You may have to save their lives on more than one occasion. And how will we feed?  We can’t fight with them and then turn around and feed on them later.”

“We won’t be feeding on them, we’re not allowed to.”

“What!” said Tobias sharply. “Does this pope not know what we are, what we do and how we stay alive?”

“He knows.  But it’s one of the conditions that we have to abide by.”

“One of the conditions?  You mean there are more?” Tobias asked, shocked.

“We are to fight with our strengths and skills and with nothing more.  No vampire kills and no feeds from within the camp...” He paused. “I don’t know how we will do all this, but Demitri must have another plan in place. But I suppose for now, he won’t tell us all what it is. All I know is that we leave tonight.”

“Well my friend” Tobias placed his hand on Phillippe’s back, “at least we’ll see some proper fighting and we’ll be away from this putrid vile land.”

Phillippe smiled, he was excited and couldn’t wait, “Yes we will. We have one more battle here to finish and then we can start putting together what we want to take with us and leave the rest, because we won’t be coming back here.”  

––––––––

It hadn’t stopped raining for six whole days. The fields had turned into black muddy rivers that mixed with any putrid silage it came in contact with. Within its black mix, were pieces of flesh and blood and the smell rose from the ground and spread to a five-mile radius of the area.  No animal seemed to want to walk across it and no birds flew over it, it had become a barren desolate place of death.  

The people of the village nearest to the battlefield, burned sage, lavender and sandalwood to mask the smell and wore scarves around their mouths and noses to stop themselves from being physically sick from it all. But most of the fighters left were immune to it, both mortal and immortal, it didn’t bother them anymore.  The only thing that bothered them, was not being able to move more freely in the thick black mud.

The fight that ensued before the vampires left, was short and made its mark. The vampires were happy to fight for a just cause if there was one, these invaders had no rights to enforce themselves on the gentlefolk that occupied the lands and so used their strengths and questionable techniques, to kill the mixed mortal and vampire invaders.  For this battle, though, they were more than ready and carried that energy to the battle. In a few hours’ time, they would be away from the rain, the mud, the putrid smell of dead flesh and blood that mixed with the dirt.

The opposition came heavily armed. Phillippe and Tobias were soon in the midst of the shouts and clash of swords, maces and axes. As each of them made the most of the action, Phillippe found himself face to face with a rogue vampire invader, who sneered and grunted and pushed out his large and muscled chest like an excited peacock. He waved a large and heavy mace in the air, as if it were a feather.  But the proud peacock was about to face his nemesis. 

Phillippe’s face morphed into a preternatural snarl. His canines extended and tapered to razor-sharp points. His tongue flicked like a lizard about to devour its prey while his fingernails sharpened into claws. All this while, the whites of his eyes were blood red, and his pupils oscillated in a hypnotic gaze.  The opposing vampire for all his pomp and build up was shocked that he was up against a vampire. He looked around him in the hopes that he could back away and subdue some poor mortal, but as he moved away, he came face to face with Tobias whose fangs were out too.  Tobias smiled and urged him forward, but the big vampire would have none of it.  Phillippe’s face was amused and bewildered. The vampire could take them both out with one swipe, but he refused to come up against them.  

“Vampire.” He pointed at them.  

“Well yes.”  Phillippe shrugged.

“No, I fight mortals, not vampires.”

“Well you’re in the wrong battle my friend,” Tobias told him.

The rogue vampire realised that most of those around him were vampires and that any mortal was heavily involved in sword fights of their own with other mortals from the opposing side.  The only two keen to take him on were Phillippe and Tobias. The rogue vampire dropped his mace and tried to run.  But both vampires blocked his exit.  Tobias smashed his fist into the vampire’s face. Blood poured down and entered his mouth as he’s knocked into Phillippe, who sank his teeth into the back of his neck. As he staggered he was pushed to Tobias who bit into the front of his neck while Phillippe ripped off the vampire’s shirt and sank his fangs into his chest. Soon, both had the vampire on the floor while they feasted on the blood until they both stopped quickly and pulled away to leave their victim paralysed on the ground before he turned to dust.  

And then they moved on to the next fighter.

CHAPTER THREE

The first collaboration battle between the vampires and the Christians was fought twenty-five miles from Jerusalem, in a fort called Del-Assan.  The fort was of no real significance to Salah Uddin, because it didn’t hold any protection for an area he cared about, or held any treasure that needed protection.  It was a stronghold taken from the Christians years before, which was most likely the reason why it wasn’t as tightly guarded as other forts with only hundreds, rather than thousands, of guards.  And it was only engaged by the Christians to send a message to Salah Uddin that they would not yield to him and to prove that when they wanted to, they would take back anything that belonged to them that Salah Uddin claimed as his.  

But for the pope, there were two reasons why he chose this particular place. It was to prove to himself that the alliance he’d made between both sides was justified and also to see the fighting power of the vampire army for himself. He still needed proof that he had done the right thing because he still needed to convince his generals that the alliance was a winning one.  

A line of a few hundred Saracen soldiers outside of the fort walls met face to face with the Christians with several hundred more behind them waiting for any of the Christians to break through and tackle them before they reached the outer perimeter of the fort.  The Saracens stamped their feet to their usual ritual rhythm that vibrated through the sands to send a tremor through the earth and straight to the feet of the Christians.  The horses felt it too.  They rose up in fright, and stepped back to almost crush a line of foot soldiers behind them.  And then the stamping was replaced by thuds from the heavy feet of the Saracen as they paced closer to the Christians. Step by step, they marched until a mighty yell, “God wills it,” a horn blew and an attack was ordered.

Both armies ran toward each other.  They kicked up the grey and white dust and light brown sand that surrounded them before the sounds of metal against metal as swords and spears made contact.

The blaze from the torches of the Saracens lit up the valley and illuminated the hundreds of crossbowmen with fire arrows. At a shouted order, a wave of flamed arrows came out of the fortress. Two figures on horseback—Amir Al-Hadam, a Saracen general and the other his second in command Ibn al Afdel—and with only a short flick of one's head and a wave of an arm from the other, they sent more of the foot soldiers in their advance. Al-Hadam raised his sword and a chilling roar rose from his warriors as they continued to charge forward toward the Christians. As both sides met, bloodcurdling cries filled the skies among the smoke and the chaos.  

General Devoe, Phillippe, Tobias and Demitri sat mounted on their horses at the edge of the clearing with a thousand vampire soldiers behind them and watched as both armies accumulated heavy losses. And then they all charged. They steered their horses towards the Saracens to strike out with swords to the left and to the right.  

Two hundred Saracen behind the fight crossed each other uncontested and formed up on the other side and surrounded the Christians, unaware of the impending clash with an oncoming immortal army behind them. 

The Saracens moved forward toward the fighting Christians. They raised their attack flag and Amir Al-Hadam gave the order to advance forward and to the death. 

Demitri and General Devoe moved to the front of another lead group of Christians to block any attack on them. They saw the signal banner and took their swords and spears and they lowered the visors of their helmets, their vampire eyes and fangs hidden from the mortals.  Proud, plumed, they glistened, and looked invincible.  Their huge horses were draped in purple and gold. And then they all charged together, mortals and vampires toward the outer circle of the battle. Their heavy hooves thundered through the ground, to shake with the charge.  

Another Christian battalion came in from the east side. The spearmen pointed their weapons in ranks, the first line of men braced themselves and pointed their spears at an angle three feet off the ground. The men behind them braced themselves at a four foot angle, the men behind them at five.  

The Saracens eyes widened at the lines, they had never seen such a formation.  Their swords are useless but it was too late to stop any of it.  They carried on with their charge, horses smashed through the front men, Saracen and horses impaled themselves on the long spears. Blood pumps out of limbs and arteries as the vampires sweep through the lines and hack their way through the Saracens and deeper into the centre of the fight to make a wall between themselves and their mortals.

Al-Hadam held back and could only hear the screams of his dying men and horses and the sounds deafened him as they echoed through the valley.

The Saracens tried to drive more of their men across the desert sands, but the slaughter stopped them in their tracks, unable to progress farther.  Blood has soaked into the sands and red puddles formed.  Injured men moaned in pain as their last breath screamed out the name of their mothers or their loved ones or their god to help them.  

Demitri led the way as the second wave of vampires charged into what little was left of the Saracen army.  Annihilated, the already weakened army left only a small defence in front of their general. 

Ibn al Afdel turned to Al-Hadam in panic. “What do we do?”

“We retreat.  In Allah’s name, we retreat back to Salah Uddin and tell them what we have witnessed here today.”  

Both men pulled hard on their horses’ reins and left the battle. 

The vampires continued to carve their way through the rest.  Nothing stopped them. Demitri followed a few of the mortal soldiers and guarded them against any attack.  He was relentless in his fight. As a Saracen neared to fight any of the mortals, each time he swung against a Saracen, a head flew or an arm, and an enemy body crumpled to the ground.  Tobias and Phillippe fought side by side as they swung their swords with one hand and punched any other attacker with the other.  They formed a wall between vampires and Saracens with the mortals behind them to give them a chance to reassemble themselves and defend their line and to make sure that any attacks were thwarted.

The Saracens though were still not without courage.  A team lead a counterattack, but the Christians made their lines impenetrable with their blades.  But still the Saracens came, even with the carnage, even with the pools of blood, they kept coming.  Phillippe hit a Saracen with a vertical slash that opened up his helmet and went straight through the top of his head and shed parts of his brain to those nearby.  Tobias cut another across the middle. Down he fell and turned around to stop the blade of another from coming into contact with his back. 

Arrows still rained from the fort that was already on fire. Christians scaled the walls. The wooden gate that held their enemy out, exploded and sent shards of metal and wood through both sides, inside and out. Christians and vampires charged inside, with the bombardment from the catapults exploding into their intended targets, the turrets begin to flatten as they fell and battlements crumpled as the army cut down the Saracens that remained inside. Another blast on the west side and the Saracen arrow men flew off their stations and into the bloody battle below.  Those that were not dying or fighting in the fort, ran into the desert to escape the battle with the vampires hot on their tracks as their feasting began.  The pope may have laid his condition to not feed on the Christians, but he gave no such order about the enemy.  

And then there was silence, albeit for the sounds of those who were left, the dying and the injured.  The sands settled and the carnage of the hundreds of bodies became clearly visible.

Phillippe sat among the ruins of Del-Assan and looked at the moon as it hovered gloomily over the once proud fort that was now burned to the ground.  The rooms were ransacked for any treasures by the Christians and the courtyards all deserted.  The four corner towers were nearly demolished. There was nothing left of the fort but the debris and the smell of rotten corpses yet to be buried or burned.  

The pope turned his horse around and headed back to the camp, his face full of content and his heart filled with accomplishment, regardless
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