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Chapter 1 – The Garden That Refused Spring
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For as long as anyone could remember, spring had never failed the Last Bloom Garden.

Empires had risen and fallen beyond its borders. Vampire kingdoms had shattered beneath centuries of war before rebuilding themselves in uneasy peace. Human kingdoms had changed their flags so many times that even historians argued over forgotten names. Through every passing age, the hidden valley remained untouched, wrapped beneath silver mist and protected by enchantments older than memory itself.

Every year, on the first morning of spring, the flowers awakened together.

White moon lilies unfolded their glowing petals before sunrise.

Crimson heart roses released a sweet fragrance that carried forgotten laughter through the valley.

Golden remembrance orchids shimmered with tiny sparks of light, each bloom preserving the happiest memory of the soul who planted it.

And at the center of the garden stood the Elder Tree, whose enormous branches stretched toward the heavens like open arms. Its bark glowed with soft emerald veins, and its roots reached so deeply into the earth that many believed they touched the heart of the world itself.

Nothing had ever stopped spring.

Until today.

Michel stood silently before the sleeping flowers.

The morning sun climbed over the eastern mountains, yet the blossoms remained tightly closed.

No fragrance drifted through the air.

No birds greeted the dawn.

Even the butterflies that normally danced between the flowerbeds were nowhere to be seen.

Only silence filled the valley.

Michel slowly knelt beside a cluster of moon lilies.

He brushed his fingertips across one unopened bloom.

The petals were cold.

Not merely cool from the night air.

Cold.

Like winter preserved inside living flesh.

His heart tightened.

"No..."

He whispered the word as though speaking too loudly might make the nightmare real.

Closing his eyes, Michel placed his palm against the soil.

Magic flowed from him in gentle waves.

Unlike most immortals, Michel's gift had never been violence.

He could encourage seeds to sprout.

Heal dying forests.

Restore poisoned rivers.

His power flowed wherever life struggled to survive.

Normally, the garden answered him immediately.

Roots would stir.

Leaves would brighten.

Flowers would awaken joyfully beneath his touch.

Today...

Nothing answered.

Instead, a sharp sting shot through his hand.

Michel pulled away.

A thin black line crawled across the soil beneath the lilies before disappearing underground.

His breath caught.

Blight.

Impossible.

The Last Bloom Garden had never known disease.

Its ancient enchantments cleansed corruption long before it could spread.

He searched carefully through the flowerbed.

Several stems carried tiny dark spots no larger than grains of pepper.

Yesterday they had not been there.

Today they had doubled.

Michel's calm expression cracked for the first time in decades.

Something was terribly wrong.



He spent the next several hours walking every path within the valley.

Each discovery deepened his concern.

The silver jasmine beside the northern stream had begun losing its color.

The sapphire foxgloves leaned toward the earth as though exhausted.

Entire patches of enchanted moss had turned gray.

The corruption spread quietly, almost politely, as if unwilling to announce its arrival.

That frightened Michel more than open destruction ever could.

Violence could be confronted.

Hidden decay rarely revealed its source until it was too late.

He reached a circular pond whose perfectly still waters reflected the clouds above.

Normally the pond shimmered with floating lotus blossoms.

Today several floated upside down.

Dead.

Michel gently lifted one from the water.

The petals crumbled into black dust between his fingers.

He stared at the powder drifting across the pond.

Lotus flowers lived for centuries.

Nothing in nature should have killed them overnight.

A familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.

"You've noticed it."

Michel turned.

An elderly woman approached along the stone path carrying a woven basket filled with herbs.

Her long silver hair reached her waist, while countless vines embroidered themselves across the sleeves of her pale green robes.

She was known simply as Sister Eliane.

Whether she had once been human, vampire, or something older, no one truly knew.

She had lived within the valley almost as long as Michel himself.

"I hoped I was imagining it," Michel admitted quietly.

"So did I."

She knelt beside the pond.

Without speaking, she scattered several healing herbs onto the water.

Usually the enchanted pond transformed herbs into glowing light.

Today they simply floated.

Untouched.

Eliane sighed.

"It has reached even here."

Michel looked toward the mountains surrounding the valley.

"The barriers remain intact."

"They do."

"No curse has crossed them."

"Not that we have seen."

Michel frowned.

"Then how?"

The old woman looked toward the distant Elder Tree.

"I believe it did not come from outside."

His stomach tightened.

"You think..."

"It began beneath us."

The words settled over the garden like winter frost.

Michel immediately rejected the thought.

Impossible.

The Elder Tree's roots purified every corner of the valley.

Corruption could never be born from sacred ground.

Yet...

The black line beneath the lilies.

The dead lotus.

The unnatural silence.

Nothing made sense anymore.

"I need answers," Michel said.

"You'll find none by guessing."

"I know."

"There is someone who may."

Michel looked at her sharply.

"I already know whose name you're about to say."

She remained silent.

"I won't."

"You haven't even heard it."

"I don't need to."

Eliane sighed softly.

"Centuries have passed."

"Not enough."

"He has changed."

"So have I."

"But the garden has not."

Michel looked away.

His voice became almost emotionless.

"I buried that part of my life long ago."

"You buried love."

"I buried regret."

"They are not always different."

Michel offered no reply.

Instead, he continued walking toward the Elder Tree.

He refused to let the conversation continue.

Some memories deserved to remain buried.



The Elder Tree towered above every other living thing within the valley.

Its trunk was wider than a castle tower.

Thousands of glowing blossoms covered its branches despite the strange sickness spreading elsewhere.

At first glance, it seemed untouched.

Michel rested both hands against the ancient bark.

Warmth greeted him.

Relief briefly settled inside his chest.

Then...

A faint pulse echoed beneath the wood.

Weak.

Uneven.

Like the heartbeat of someone desperately trying to remain alive.

Michel's eyes widened.

"No..."

He pressed closer.

Ancient magic flowed between him and the tree.

Usually its thoughts arrived like gentle breezes carrying laughter, rain, and birdsong.

Today the connection felt fragmented.

Broken.

Images flashed across his mind.

Black roots twisting beneath healthy ones.

Dark vines wrapping around glowing branches.

Flowers collapsing into ash.

An endless field where every blossom had turned black beneath a blood-red sky.

Michel staggered backward.

His breathing quickened.

The Elder Tree had shown him the future.

Or perhaps a warning.

Then another image appeared.

A face.

Golden eyes.

Dark hair.

A calm smile he had once believed he would spend eternity waking beside.

Rafael.

Michel recoiled as though struck.

"No."

The image remained.

The Elder Tree whispered inside his thoughts.

Its voice resembled rustling leaves carried by the wind.

He must return.

Michel clenched his fists.

"No."

Only together...

"No."

Life...and blood...

"I said no."

The whisper faded.

Leaves drifted gently from the branches.

Several landed around Michel's feet.

Unlike every other leaf upon the tree, these had begun turning black along their edges.

The corruption had reached even the heart of the garden.

For the first time in centuries...

Michel felt afraid.

Not for himself.

Not even for the Elder Tree.

He feared what the ancient guardian had asked of him.

Rafael.

The name alone reopened wounds Michel had spent hundreds of years sealing beneath silence.

He remembered another spring.

Another garden.

A younger vampire laughing while planting white roses with dirt covering his hands.

Promises spoken beneath moonlight.

Vows that forever would belong to them alone.

Then came war.

Duty.

Silence.

Abandonment.

Centuries passed without explanation.

Without farewell.

Without a single letter.

Michel had survived.

He had devoted every year afterward to healing broken lands rather than broken hearts.

He convinced himself the pain had become history.

Yet hearing the Elder Tree speak Rafael's name had shattered that comforting illusion in a single heartbeat.

"No," Michel whispered once more.

"I won't ask him."

Wind stirred through the branches.

The tree remained silent.

As though it already knew refusing destiny did not mean escaping it.

Far beneath the sacred roots, unseen by anyone walking the valley above, black vines slowly tightened around the oldest roots of the Elder Tree.

Hidden in darkness, a single crimson flower opened its petals.

Instead of releasing sweet fragrance, it exhaled black mist.

And somewhere far beyond the mountains, an ancient presence smiled for the first time in centuries.
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Chapter 2 – The Summons of Blood
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The Hall of Crimson Accord had been built to survive eternity.

Carved from obsidian stone veined with crimson crystal, the great chamber stood atop the highest cliff in the Kingdom of Noctis, where moonlight bathed its towers every night of the year. The walls bore the names of vampire rulers stretching back thousands of years, each engraved in silver as a reminder that kingdoms endured only when their leaders remembered the mistakes of the past.

For centuries, those mistakes had been written in blood.

Wars between clans had reduced cities to ashes. Noble houses had hunted one another for power. Ancient rivalries had claimed more immortal lives than any human army ever could.

Now, for the first time in nearly five hundred years, the rulers of every major vampire kingdom gathered beneath the same roof without drawing their swords.

That fragile peace had not come easily.

Much of the credit belonged to Rafael.

Standing beside the circular council table, Rafael listened as the delegates argued over trade routes, border patrols, and dwindling supplies of enchanted herbs. Unlike many vampires of noble birth, he wore no jeweled crown or embroidered cape. His attire was simple—a tailored black coat fastened with silver clasps and a dark crimson vest beneath it.

His appearance reflected the quiet authority he had earned rather than inherited.

Tall and composed, with dark hair falling just below his shoulders and golden eyes that seemed to hold centuries of quiet reflection, Rafael carried himself with effortless confidence. He had once been feared as a warrior whose name echoed across battlefields.

Now he was known for ending wars instead of starting them.

The transformation had surprised many.

Only Rafael knew how much it had cost.

"The eastern border remains unstable," declared Lord Cassian of the Ashen Court, striking the table with an impatient hand. "Human settlements continue expanding into protected forests."

"They expand because the forests themselves are dying," replied Lady Seraphine, Queen of the Northern Clans. "Entire villages depend upon those lands."

"They should not trespass."

"They are starving."

"They are invading."

"They are surviving."

Voices rose around the chamber.

Several nobles began speaking over one another.

Rafael waited.

Experience had taught him that anger often exhausted itself before reason found room to speak.

When silence finally returned, he addressed the council in his calm, measured voice.

"Neither accusation changes the truth."

Dozens of eyes turned toward him.

"The forests are disappearing," Rafael continued. "Arguing over borders will not restore a single tree."

Lord Cassian folded his arms.

"And your solution?"

"We investigate the cause before assigning blame."

A few council members nodded.

Others remained skeptical.

Before anyone could answer, the enormous chamber doors burst open.

A young royal messenger stumbled inside, breathing heavily despite his immortal endurance.

He immediately dropped to one knee.

"My lords... my ladies..."

His voice trembled.

"The delegation from the Emerald Sanctuaries has arrived."

Murmurs spread through the hall.

The Emerald Sanctuaries rarely sent representatives beyond their sacred lands. Their order existed to
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