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CHAPTER ONE
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She Was Not Saved

The fog did not move with the wind. It moved with her. It curled around her ankles first, slow and deliberate, like something alive remembering her presence after centuries of absence. The night air carried no sound—no insects, no distant movement, no life. Even the world itself seemed to hesitate.

As if it knew what had returned. Victoria stepped forward. Bare heel touching damp earth beneath the torn hem of her black dress, the fabric whispering against her skin as she moved. Each step was controlled. Measured. Not cautious—but intentional. The kind of movement that came from something that no longer feared consequence.

Her silver hair flowed behind her in soft waves, catching no wind, disturbed only by the quiet force of her existence. Pale skin untouched by time. Eyes faintly glowing—a dull, haunting red that pulsed just beneath the surface.

Watching.

Feeling.

Remembering.

She paused. Not because she needed to. Because something beneath the ground shifted. A heartbeat. Not human. Not animal. Something old. Something buried. Her head tilted slightly, expression unchanged.

“Still hiding,” she whispered.

Her voice was soft. Smooth. Calm. But it carried. Not through air—Through presence. The ground beneath her feet trembled almost imperceptibly. Then—Silence again.

Victoria closed her eyes. For a moment... just a moment... She allowed herself to feel it. The past. Not as memory. As sensation. Warm hands. A voice she had not heard in centuries. A life that had once been... whole.

Her husband. Gone. Not by time. Not by fate. By him.

Mahlistaff. Her eyes opened. And whatever softness had existed—if it ever truly had—was gone. Replaced by something far colder. Far older.

“You should have killed me when you had the chance...”

The words slipped from her lips like a promise.

Then—She moved. And the world struggled to keep up.

The forest did not blur. It vanished. Trees stood still one moment—and were behind her the next. Ground displaced beneath her feet without sound. Speed without effort. Movement without resistance.

This was not the speed of a vampire. This was not the power of a Drakulis. This was something else entirely. Something neither species had ever fully understood. Something they feared.

Victoria slowed only when she chose to. A structure came into view through the thinning fog.

Old.

Decayed.

Wood splintered, and the roof above sagged in a partial collapse. The scent reached her before the full picture ever could—blood. Not fresh, but not forgotten either. She stepped inside, the door offering no resistance, simply giving way as if it had been waiting for her. Darkness filled the interior, thick and heavy, but it meant nothing to her. She saw everything. The walls were stained, the floor marred with deep scratches, and in the far corner, a man lay curled and shaking. Alive.

Her gaze settled on him. He hadn’t heard her enter—not yet—but his body knew. They always did. His breathing shifted, turning shallow and erratic, fear blooming before understanding had time to form. Victoria said nothing. She simply began to walk toward him, slow and deliberate, each step measured. She let it build, let him feel it. Fear was honest, and she preferred honesty.

The man turned suddenly, eyes wide, searching—until they landed on her. He froze completely. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. Victoria stopped a few feet away, studying him, her head tilting slightly as if considering something trivial. 

“You’re not who I’m looking for...” she said, her voice calm, almost disappointed.

He began to shake violently, trying to push himself back against the wall as though he could disappear into it.

“P-please—” he stammered, but she moved before he could finish. 

Not fast. Not this time. She reached down, grasped him by the throat, and lifted him effortlessly off the ground. His hands clawed at her wrist, desperate and useless. Her grip didn’t tighten—it didn’t need to.

“You’ve heard the name...” she said, not asking. 

His eyes widened further, and there it was—recognition. 

Good. 

“Mahlistaff...” The name lingered in the air, heavy and suffocating. 

The man choked, trying to speak, but Victoria leaned in closer, her face inches from his. 

“Where.” One word. No emotion. No mercy. Just expectation.

He shook his head frantically, gasping for air. 

“I—I don’t know—I swear—” Her expression didn’t change, but something in her eyes shifted. 

A flicker. Something darker than anger. 

“You do.”

His body seized—not from her grip, but from something deeper, something inside him. Victoria felt it instantly. A mark. A trace. Not physical, not visible, but unmistakable. Mahlistaff had been here—and not long ago. Her grip tightened just enough. The man screamed. Then silence. His body went limp.

Victoria released him, and he dropped to the floor like he was nothing—because to her, he was nothing. She remained there for a moment, still and listening, feeling the faint echo of Mahlistaff’s presence lingering like a stain in the air. Old—but not too old. A direction, not a location. Still, it was enough. For now.

A slow breath left her, unnecessary but habitual. She turned toward the broken doorway, where the fog outside had thickened again, waiting... responding. She stepped forward into it, and as the mist swallowed her form, her voice slipped into the darkness one final time—soft, cold, certain.

“I’m coming for you.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The First Blood Debt

The night did not end when Victoria left the forest.

It followed her. The fog clung to her form as though it recognized its master, drifting outward in slow, deliberate waves that swallowed the ground behind her and erased any trace she had ever been there. The world did not simply grow darker in her presence—it submitted to it, bending in subtle, unnatural ways that only the oldest creatures would recognize.

She walked without urgency, yet covered distance that would have broken lesser beings. Time had no authority over her movements. The land changed around her—trees giving way to open terrain, then to a narrow, forgotten road cracked by age and neglect. No vehicles passed here. No lights cut through the darkness. It was a place the world had quietly abandoned. That was why she chose it.

Victoria stepped onto the road, her bare foot brushing against cold asphalt as her gaze lifted toward the distance. There, faint and flickering, was the suggestion of life—an isolated structure standing against the horizon. A relic of human stubbornness. A place where someone had decided to remain when everything else had moved on.

She could already feel it.

Not the people.

The blood.

Not fresh, but not distant either. It lingered in the air like a memory refusing to fade, threading its way through the night and pulling at something deep within her. Not hunger. That was a lesser instinct. This was recognition. This was proximity.

Mahlistaff had passed near this place.

The realization did not change her expression, but something beneath the surface sharpened. A quiet shift. A tightening of something ancient and restrained. The world around her seemed to react in kind, the fog thickening at her back as if preparing for what might come next.

She continued forward.

The building revealed itself slowly as she approached, its form taking shape through the haze. It had once been a roadside establishment—perhaps a bar, perhaps something smaller. Now it stood worn and fractured, its wooden exterior warped by time, its windows dim and unevenly lit from within. A faint glow pushed through cracked glass, trembling as though it struggled to remain alive.

Voices carried from inside. Low. Careless. Unaware.

Victoria stopped just short of the entrance, her head tilting slightly as she listened. There were three of them. Human. Their heartbeats were steady, unguarded, loud in a way only humans could be. They were drinking. Laughing. Existing in a world that had no idea how close it stood to being torn open.

For a moment, she simply stood there.

Not deciding. Not hesitating. Observing.

Then she stepped forward and pushed the door open. The sound of the door was enough. All three men turned at once, their conversation cutting off mid-sentence as their eyes landed on her. Confusion came first, as it always did. Then curiosity. Then something quieter. Something instinctual. A subtle discomfort they could not explain.

Victoria closed the door behind her without looking back.

The room was dim, lit by a handful of hanging bulbs that flickered intermittently. Dust clung to every surface. The air was stale, thick with the scent of alcohol and neglect. A long wooden bar stretched along one side of the room, its surface scarred by years of use. Behind it stood a man older than the others, his posture stiffening as his eyes narrowed slightly. He was the first to feel it fully.

“Bar’s closed,” he said, though the uncertainty in his voice betrayed him.

Victoria did not respond immediately. Her gaze moved across the room, taking in each of them, measuring without effort. The two seated men shifted uncomfortably under her attention, their bodies reacting before their minds could catch up.

She stepped further inside. The floor creaked beneath her, the sound quiet but deliberate. It drew their focus back to her, anchoring them in the moment whether they wanted to be or not.

“I’m not here for a drink,” she said at last.

Her voice was calm, controlled, and entirely without strain. It carried through the room in a way that felt heavier than it should have, settling into the space and refusing to leave. The older man swallowed, his fingers tightening slightly against the edge of the bar.

“Then you’re in the wrong place.”

Victoria’s eyes met his.

“No,” she said softly. 

“I’m exactly where I need to be.”

The shift happened then. Not visibly. Not in a way a human could fully process. But the room changed. The air grew heavier. The distance between them felt shorter. The faint flicker of the lights above seemed to dim just a little further, as if something unseen had stepped into the space and settled itself comfortably among them. One of the seated men let out a nervous chuckle, pushing himself slightly upright.

“Look, if this is some kind of joke—” He didn’t finish.

Victoria was standing in front of him before the words could leave his mouth. There was no blur. No dramatic motion. One moment she had been across the room, and the next she was there, her presence overwhelming, her gaze fixed directly on him.

His breath caught instantly.

His body locked.

She studied his face for a moment, her expression unreadable, before reaching out and placing her fingers lightly against the side of his neck. He flinched at the contact. Not from pain. From cold.

“Mahlistaff,” she said quietly.

The name hung in the air like a weight. The man’s reaction was immediate. Fear. Real fear. Not confusion. Not ignorance.

Recognition. Victoria’s eyes darkened slightly, the faint red within them deepening as something beneath her calm began to surface.

“You’ve heard it,” she continued, her voice lowering just enough to feel more intimate, more dangerous.

The man shook his head instinctively, but it was too late. His body had already answered for him. His pulse had already betrayed him. Victoria’s fingers pressed just slightly firmer against his throat—not enough to harm, but enough to remind him how easily she could.

“Don’t lie to me,” she said.

The second man stood abruptly, knocking his chair back with a sharp scrape against the floor.

“Hey—back off—” He didn’t get any further.

Victoria didn’t turn. She didn’t need to. Her free hand moved—fast, precise—and the man was lifted off his feet, his body slamming back against the wall behind him with a force that knocked the breath from his lungs. The wood cracked under the impact, dust shaking loose as he struggled to understand what had just happened.

The room fell silent again. The older man behind the bar didn’t move. Didn’t speak. He simply watched. Because now he understood. This wasn’t something you interfered with. This was something you survived—if you were lucky.

Victoria returned her full attention to the man in front of her, her grip still light, still controlled, but undeniably absolute.

“Where did you hear it,” she asked.

It wasn’t a question. It was a demand dressed as one. The man’s breathing came in short, panicked bursts as his eyes darted toward the others before settling back on her.

“A—a traveler—” he stammered. 

“Came through a few nights ago—said the name—just once—”

Victoria’s gaze sharpened.

“When.”

“Three—three nights—maybe four—”

Close. Close enough. Her hand dropped from his throat, and he collapsed back into his chair, gasping for air as he clutched at his neck. Victoria straightened slowly, her attention shifting toward the older man behind the bar. He met her gaze without speaking. There was something different about him. Not strength. Not power. Awareness. He understood more than the others. And that made him useful.

“For a man to speak that name so openly,” she said, “he either didn’t understand it... or he didn’t fear it.”

The older man hesitated, then spoke carefully.

“He wasn’t afraid of much.”

Victoria took a step closer.

“Describe him.”

The man’s jaw tightened slightly, as though weighing the risk of answering against the certainty of not.

“...Tall,” he said slowly. 

“Older. Not old like me. Old like...” He trailed off, searching for the words.

“Like time didn’t matter to him,” he finished.

Victoria’s expression did not change. But something inside her settled. A confirmation. A direction. Mahlistaff had been here. She turned toward the door, the conversation already over in her mind. There was nothing more to take from them, nothing more they could give that held any value. 

Behind her, the man she had questioned still struggled to breathe, each inhale ragged and uneven. The one against the wall had yet to find his footing, his body betraying him in the aftermath. The older man remained exactly where he was, unmoving, his eyes locked on her as she walked away. Victoria paused at the threshold—for just a moment.

Then she spoke without turning back.

“If he returns,” she said, her voice calm and final, “you won’t have time to warn anyone.”

The implication hung in the air. Heavy. Unavoidable.

Then she stepped outside. The fog welcomed her again. It curled around her form as though it had been waiting, rising from the ground in slow, deliberate tendrils that wrapped and shifted with her movement. The night stretched out before her, vast and silent, but no longer directionless.

She had what she needed now—a trail. It wasn’t strong, not something easily followed by anyone else, but it was there. Faint, almost fragile, like something that could disappear if not pursued with precision. But it was real, and that was all that mattered. Victoria did not require certainty. She required direction, even if it came in whispers and remnants left behind in the wake of something far more powerful. And she would follow it—without hesitation, without doubt—no matter where it led her, no matter how far it stretched across time or distance, and no matter what stood in her way when she arrived.

Because this was no longer just a search. It had become something far more personal. A debt. And debts, Victoria had learned long ago through loss, through pain, through the slow and unforgiving passage of centuries, were not things that simply faded with time. They did not weaken or dissolve into memory. They grew. They settled into the bones, into the very core of what a person became. They waited patiently, biding their time, sharpening themselves in silence. And eventually, without fail, they demanded to be paid.

Her eyes lifted toward the darkness ahead, steady and unblinking, as if she could see far beyond what the night chose to reveal. For the first time since her return, something stirred beneath the surface of her composure—subtle, but undeniable. It wasn’t anger, not yet, not the kind that burned hot and reckless. This was something quieter, something more controlled. 

Something that had been waiting, building, shaping itself into form. It lingered just beneath her calm, pressing against it, testing its limits. Not chaotic. Not wild. But close. Close enough to be felt. Close enough to be inevitable.

“Run,” she whispered softly into the night, her voice carrying no urgency, no rise or fall—just a quiet certainty that settled into the darkness itself.

It wasn’t a warning, and it wasn’t mercy. There was no kindness behind it, no second chance being offered. It was simply the truth, spoken plainly, as if the outcome had already been decided long before this moment ever came.

Then she moved.

And the darkness moved with her.
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CHAPTER THREE
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What Should Not Exist

The distance Victoria covered no longer registered in any meaningful way, because time itself had become something she moved through rather than something that governed her, and the world around her continued to shift in quiet submission as the land stretched outward into long, empty miles of forgotten terrain where even the faintest signs of civilization had begun to disappear, leaving behind only scattered remnants of structures that had once mattered to people who were now long gone, their presence reduced to nothing more than decayed wood, rusted metal, and the lingering scent of lives that had ended without consequence to anything beyond themselves.

The fog never left her, nor did it thin in any natural sense, because it responded not to the environment but to her presence, thickening and curling outward in slow, deliberate movements that gave the illusion of something breathing alongside her, something aware, something that understood that it was tethered to a being far older and far more dangerous than anything that had ever walked the earth under the false comfort of daylight, and though the world remained silent, there was an undeniable tension woven into that silence, as if something unseen had begun to notice that she had returned and was now waiting, watching, deciding whether or not it should intervene.

Victoria did not slow, nor did she hesitate, but there was a subtle shift within her awareness that had nothing to do with exhaustion or uncertainty and everything to do with recognition, because the further she moved along the faint trail Mahlistaff had left behind, the more she began to feel something else layered beneath it, something that did not belong to him and yet carried a weight that was disturbingly familiar, not in the way of memory but in the way of instinct, like a sensation that existed beyond thought, beyond explanation, something that her body understood before her mind ever could.

It was not fear.

That was something she had long since lost.

But it was not nothing.

The structure came into view gradually, emerging from the horizon like a wound that had never fully healed, its presence cutting against the natural landscape in a way that felt deliberate rather than abandoned, and as Victoria approached, the details began to sharpen into something far more intentional than the roadside building she had left behind, because this place had not been forgotten—it had been left alone.

Stone walls rose from the ground in uneven, weathered layers, their surfaces marked by age but not decay, suggesting maintenance that had been carried out quietly, without drawing attention, and the windows—if they could still be called that—were narrow and recessed, designed more for observation than for light, giving the entire structure the appearance of something that had been built to endure rather than to welcome.

There were no visible lights.

No movement.

No sound.

And yet—It was occupied.

Victoria could feel it the moment she stepped within range, the sensation pressing against her awareness like a low, constant pressure that did not belong to the natural world, because what existed within those walls was not human, and it was not entirely Drakulis either, but something that lingered in the space between definitions, something that had learned how to remain hidden not by absence, but by restraint.

She stopped just short of the entrance, her gaze settling on the structure as the fog around her thickened, curling upward in slow spirals that traced the edges of the stone like fingers testing its surface, and for the first time since she had begun her search, she allowed herself a moment of stillness that was not born from necessity but from calculation, because whatever waited inside was not something she could simply dismiss, and though she did not fear it, she recognized that it required acknowledgment. There were very few things left in existence that earned that.

The door did not open when she approached it, not because it was locked, but because something within had already decided that it would not allow entry without recognition, and the faint shift in the air around her made it clear that whatever presence occupied the structure had already become aware of her, its attention settling onto her form with a precision that felt almost invasive, as if it were not simply observing her, but attempting to understand her.

Victoria remained where she was, her posture relaxed, her expression unchanged, but her eyes—those faintly glowing, unnaturally calm eyes—narrowed ever so slightly as she let that attention linger, not resisting it, not challenging it, but allowing it to fully take her in, because there was value in being seen, in letting something reveal itself through the way it chose to perceive her.

Seconds passed. Then more. The silence stretched. And then—The door opened.

It did not creak, nor did it resist, but moved inward with a controlled smoothness that spoke of deliberate design rather than decay, revealing a darkened interior that seemed to swallow the faint light of the outside world rather than reflect it, and standing just beyond the threshold was a figure that did not immediately step forward, but instead remained partially obscured by shadow, its presence defined not by what could be seen, but by what could be felt.

Victoria stepped inside without invitation. The air changed the moment she crossed the threshold, growing heavier, denser, as if the space itself had been sealed off from the natural world and now existed under a different set of rules, and as her eyes adjusted—not that they needed to—the figure before her became clearer, resolving into the form of a man who stood unnaturally still, his posture controlled, his expression unreadable, but his eyes—His eyes were not human.

They were not Drakulis. They were something else entirely. Old. Measured. And filled with a kind of awareness that did not rely on sight alone.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, his voice low and even, carrying a tone that was not quite a warning, but not quite neutral either, as if he were stating a fact that had already been decided long before she arrived.

Victoria regarded him without speaking at first, her gaze moving over him in the same way she had studied everything else she encountered, not searching for weakness, but for truth, because what stood before her was not something that could be understood through surface-level observation, and the longer she looked, the more she could feel it—that same unfamiliar sensation she had detected outside, now stronger, clearer, undeniable.

“You’re not hiding,” she said finally, her voice calm but carrying an edge of quiet certainty, “you’re waiting.”

The man did not react immediately, but there was a subtle shift in the air around him, a tightening that suggested her words had not missed their mark.

“For you,” he replied after a moment.

The space between them did not close, but it changed, the tension becoming more defined, more focused, as if something had just aligned that neither of them could undo, and for the first time since she had entered, Victoria allowed a faint trace of curiosity to surface, not enough to alter her composure, but enough to sharpen her attention in a way that suggested this encounter was no longer incidental.

“Then you know why I’m here,” she said.

“I know what you are,” he answered.

The words did not echo. They settled. And for the first time—Something in the room shifted in a way that had nothing to do with atmosphere.

Victoria took a slow step forward, her movement controlled, deliberate, her gaze locked onto his as the fog at her back seeped faintly into the interior space, curling along the floor as if testing the boundaries of a place it did not yet understand.

“What am I,” she asked.

It was not curiosity.

It was permission.

The man’s expression did not change, but there was a weight behind his next words that suggested they had not been spoken lightly, nor often.

“You are the contradiction that should not exist,” he said, his voice steady, but carrying an undercurrent of something far deeper than simple observation, “a creature that was never meant to be created, never meant to survive, and yet here you stand, not as an anomaly, but as something... evolved.”

The word lingered. Evolved. Not made. Not turned. Not born. Something else.

Victoria’s eyes darkened slightly, not with anger, but with recognition, because though she had never defined herself in those terms, she understood the truth behind them in a way that did not require explanation, and the faintest shift in her posture suggested that whatever this man knew, it was not based on rumor or assumption.

“You’ve seen me before,” she said.

It was not a question.

“No,” he replied.

A pause.

“But I’ve seen what you leave behind.”

The air grew heavier again, the silence stretching into something more deliberate, more controlled, as if both of them were now fully aware that this moment was not one that would pass without consequence, and though neither of them moved, there was a quiet understanding forming between them that had nothing to do with alliance and everything to do with inevitability.

“Mahlistaff,” Victoria said, the name no longer just a search, but a direction, a force, something that carried weight every time it was spoken.

The man’s gaze did not waver.

“You’re following a trail that others have already begun to notice,” he said, his tone unchanged, but the implication behind his words settling heavily into the space between them, “and he knows it.”

That was new. Not unexpected. But new.

Victoria absorbed it without reaction, her expression remaining calm, but something beneath the surface shifted again, something sharper, more defined, as if the path ahead had just narrowed into something far more direct than it had been before.

“Then he’s not running,” she said.

“No,” the man replied.

Another pause.

“He’s preparing.”

The word did not bring fear—it brought clarity, sharp and undeniable, cutting through everything else that might have lingered in its place. And for the first time since her return, Victoria smiled. It was not warm, nor was it kind, and it was never meant to be. There was no comfort in it, no reassurance, no trace of humanity left to soften its edge. It was something else entirely—something colder, more precise. The expression of something that had just been given exactly what it wanted. 

“Good,” she said softly.

The fog at her back thickened. The room seemed to dim.

And whatever balance had existed in that space shifted entirely, because the moment Mahlistaff ceased to be something she hunted and became something that was ready to meet her—

Everything changed.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Maker Who Didn’t Know

Distance meant nothing to Mahlistaff, yet he still chose to stand still. It was not because he lacked the ability to move, nor because he needed time to think, but because there were moments—rare, deliberate moments—when stillness carried more power than motion, when allowing the world to come to him revealed more than chasing it ever could, and this was one of those moments, because something had shifted in a way that had not occurred in centuries, something subtle enough that most would have missed it entirely, yet violent enough beneath the surface that it demanded acknowledgment.

The sky above him stretched endlessly, clouded in a dull, unmoving gray that refused to break, as though even the heavens had grown tired of pretending that light still had dominion over anything that mattered, and the land beneath his feet reflected that same exhaustion, barren and stripped of anything that resembled life, leaving only cracked earth and the faint remnants of what had once been forests long since reduced to nothing more than skeletal remains clawing upward toward a sky that no longer answered.

He had chosen this place for a reason. Not because it was  hidden. Not because it was secure. But because it was empty. And emptiness had a way of revealing truth.

Mahlistaff stood at the center of it, unmoving, his posture relaxed but absolute, as though the ground itself had formed around him rather than the other way around, and though there were no visible signs of power radiating from him in any dramatic sense, there was an undeniable weight to his presence that pressed outward in slow, suffocating waves, altering the space around him in ways that could not be seen, only felt.

Time did not touch him. It bent around him. And for a long while, there was nothing. Then—A shift.

It did not come with sound, nor did it announce itself with any visible disturbance, but it was there, threading through the stillness like a fracture forming beneath the surface of something that had once appeared unbreakable, and Mahlistaff’s eyes lifted slightly, not in surprise, but in acknowledgment, because he had been expecting this, though perhaps not so soon.

The faintest trace of something unfamiliar brushed against his awareness. Not foreign. Not entirely. But altered. Changed.

Evolved. And that alone was enough to draw something dangerously close to interest from a being who had long since grown indifferent to nearly everything.

“So,” he said quietly, his voice carrying outward across the empty land without resistance, as though the world itself had made room for it, “you finally decided to stop hiding.”

The words did not echo. They didn’t need to. Because he wasn’t speaking to the air. He was speaking to her.

Miles away, Victoria moved. Not because she had heard him in any conventional sense, but because something in her responded, a subtle pull threading through her awareness that aligned with the direction she had already been traveling, confirming what she had begun to suspect, that this was no longer a search driven by fragments and remnants, but something far more direct, far more intentional.

He knew.

Back in the wasteland, Mahlistaff allowed a slow breath to pass through him, unnecessary but habitual, as his gaze lowered slightly, his expression shifting in a way that most would not have noticed, though if anyone had been there to witness it, they might have mistaken it for the faintest hint of amusement.

“She’s faster than I thought,” a voice said from behind him.

Mahlistaff did not turn. He did not need to. The presence had been there for some time, lingering just beyond the threshold of his immediate attention, not hidden, but careful, aware of its place in relation to him in a way that suggested experience rather than instinct.

“You’re still here,” Mahlistaff replied, his tone flat, neither welcoming nor dismissive.

The figure behind him shifted slightly, stepping closer but not too close, because there were rules to proximity when it came to beings like Mahlistaff, rules that were not spoken but were learned through survival.

“Hard to leave when something like this is happening,” the man said, his voice carrying a rough edge that hinted at both confidence and caution, as though he had walked dangerous lines before and knew exactly how thin they could be. 

“You don’t usually get... surprised.”

That word hung there. Surprised. It wasn’t entirely accurate. But it wasn’t entirely wrong either.

Mahlistaff’s head tilted slightly, his gaze drifting toward the horizon again as the faint trace of her presence lingered just at the edge of his awareness, growing stronger with each passing moment.

“I’m not surprised,” he said.

A pause.

“I’m interested.”

Behind him, the man let out a quiet breath that might have been a laugh if it had carried even a hint of humor.

“That’s worse,” he muttered.

Mahlistaff finally turned. The movement was slow, deliberate, controlled in a way that carried more weight than any sudden motion ever could, and as his gaze settled onto the man behind him, the difference between them became immediately clear, because while the man was strong—stronger than most, older than he appeared, something more than human but less than what stood before him—he was still operating within a framework of existence that Mahlistaff had long since surpassed.

“You’ve heard of her,” Mahlistaff said.

It was not a question.

The man nodded once, his jaw tightening slightly.

“Rumors,” he said. 

“Stories that didn’t make sense. A vampire that couldn’t be killed. A Drakulis that didn’t act like one. I figured it was bullshit.”

Mahlistaff’s expression didn’t change. But something in his eyes sharpened.

“It wasn’t,” he said.

The man shifted his weight, folding his arms loosely as his gaze drifted briefly toward the horizon, as though trying to see something that was still too far away to fully grasp.

“So she’s real,” he said, more to himself than anything else.

Mahlistaff took a step forward. Not toward him. Past him.

And the air seemed to tighten instantly, the space between them becoming charged in a way that made the man instinctively straighten, his body reacting before his mind could catch up.

“She’s not just real,” Mahlistaff said, his voice lowering slightly, not in volume, but in tone, as though the words themselves carried more weight now. 

“She’s something I should have killed a long time ago.”

There it was. Not regret. Not quite. But recognition of a mistake. The man’s eyes narrowed.

“You didn’t know,” he said.

Mahlistaff stopped. 

For a moment, the world seemed to hold its breath. Then he turned his head just enough to acknowledge the question, though not enough to fully face him.

“No,” he said.

A pause.

“I didn’t.”

And that, more than anything else, was what made this dangerous. Because Mahlistaff did not make mistakes lightly. And the ones he did make—He corrected.

The man exhaled slowly, dragging a hand across the back of his neck as he processed that, his expression tightening as the reality of the situation settled in more fully.

“So what the hell is she,” he asked, his voice losing some of its earlier edge, replaced now with something more grounded, more cautious, because whatever answer he was about to get was not going to make him feel better.

Mahlistaff’s gaze lifted again toward the horizon, toward the direction she was coming from, and for the first time since this conversation had begun, there was something in his expression that could not be easily defined.

Not concern. Not fear. But something that carried weight.

Something that acknowledged scale.

“She was a vampire,” he said slowly, as though laying the foundation piece by piece, “long before I ever touched her.”

The man’s brow furrowed.

“That’s not possible,” he said immediately.

Mahlistaff didn’t respond right away, letting the silence stretch just long enough to make the weight of what he had said settle in properly, before continuing.

“And then I turned her,” he added.

That was when it hit. The man’s eyes widened slightly, the realization landing all at once, not as a gradual understanding, but as a sudden, sharp clarity that forced its way through every assumption he had been holding onto.

“...Jesus Christ,” he muttered under his breath.

Mahlistaff’s expression remained unchanged.

“Not even close,” he said.

The air between them grew heavier, more defined, as if the space itself had solidified under the weight of what had just been understood. There was no misunderstanding left, no ambiguity to soften the moment, no room for interpretation or doubt. Only certainty remained, sharp and absolute, settling between them like an unspoken truth that could no longer be ignored. 

“She’s both,” the man said quietly, more to himself than to Mahlistaff, as though saying it out loud might somehow make it less real.

Mahlistaff’s gaze did not waver.

“No,” he said.

A pause.

“She’s something new.”

And somewhere in the distance—Victoria kept moving.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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What Hunts the Hunter

The land began to change long before Victoria ever saw them, though the shift was not one that would have registered to anything human, because the difference did not lie in the terrain itself but in the way the air carried tension, in the way the silence thickened into something that felt less like absence and more like anticipation, as though the world had begun to brace itself for something violent that had not yet happened but was already inevitable.

The ground beneath her feet remained solid, steady, unchanged in its physical form, yet there was something beneath it—something subtle and buried—that pulsed faintly with movement, not in rhythm, not in any predictable pattern, but in a way that suggested presence rather than activity, and as Victoria continued forward, her pace unaltered, her posture relaxed and composed, her awareness extended far beyond what could be seen, she recognized it for what it was.

She was no longer following a trail.

She had stepped into one.

The realization did not slow her, nor did it alter her expression, because whatever had been set in motion here had not been designed to deter her, but to meet her, and there was a difference between something that tried to stop you and something that was waiting for you, a difference she had learned to recognize long before most of the creatures that now feared her had ever drawn their first breath.

The fog at her back thickened, not defensively, but responsively, curling along the ground in heavier waves that spread outward as if mapping the space around her, testing it, feeling for interruptions, and it was through that extension of herself that she felt them fully for the first time.

Multiple. Spread out. Not hiding. Positioned. They were not careless. That much was immediately clear. Whoever had placed them here understood that attempting to conceal their presence from something like her would have been pointless, and instead they had chosen to arrange themselves in a way that suggested strategy rather than stealth, spacing themselves just far enough apart to avoid being taken all at once, yet close enough to collapse inward if needed, creating a perimeter that was not meant to trap, but to pressure.

To study.

To engage.

To die.

Victoria stopped. Not because she needed to. Because they needed her to. And she allowed it. For a long moment, nothing moved, though the air itself felt charged, heavy with the kind of tension that builds just before violence tears through it, and then, slowly, deliberately, shapes began to emerge from the darkness ahead, not rushing, not lunging, but stepping forward with a controlled precision that mirrored her own, as if they had been trained not merely to fight, but to confront something they knew was far beyond them.

There were five of them, each distinct in their own way, yet all sharing the same unsettling truth—each one was wrong. 

Their forms carried the general structure of Drakulis, yet there were distortions present that set them apart immediately, their limbs slightly elongated in unnatural ways, their movements just a fraction too sharp, too precise, as though their bodies had been altered to prioritize function over form, and their eyes—those cold, hollow, lifeless eyes—held no individuality, no personality, only purpose.

Weapons.

Not beings.

Victoria’s gaze moved across them slowly, taking in every detail, every variation, every subtle imperfection that hinted at their construction rather than their evolution, and though her expression remained unchanged, there was a faint shift in the air around her, something colder, something heavier, something that suggested this was no longer a search, but an interruption.

“You sent things,” she said quietly, her voice carrying outward with calm certainty, not raised, not strained, but cutting through the space between them with effortless clarity.

The figures did not respond verbally, though there was a synchronized tightening in their posture, a subtle alignment that suggested readiness rather than hesitation, and as the silence stretched, one of them stepped forward slightly, its head tilting just enough to suggest awareness, though not in any way that resembled humanity.

Then it moved.

The distance between them vanished in an instant, not through blur, but through absence, as though space itself had failed to register the transition, and the creature’s arm drove forward with inhuman force, its hand aimed directly for her throat with the kind of precision that would have ended most beings before they even realized they were under attack.

It never reached her.

Victoria’s hand rose just enough to intercept it, her fingers wrapping around its wrist in a motion so controlled, so effortless, that it seemed almost dismissive, as though she were not stopping an attack, but correcting an inconvenience, and for a fraction of a second, everything held still.

Then—She squeezed.

The sound was immediate and unmistakable, a wet, crushing snap that tore through the air as bone collapsed under pressure that no structure had been built to withstand, the creature’s arm folding in on itself grotesquely as fragments pushed through flesh, tearing skin, rupturing muscle, and releasing a thick, dark spray of blood that splattered across the ground in uneven bursts.

It did not scream. That alone told her everything she needed to know. Before the broken body could even react, Victoria stepped forward, her grip still locked around what remained of its arm, and drove her other hand straight through its chest, the motion smooth, direct, unstoppable, her fingers piercing through flesh and bone with brutal precision as her hand disappeared into its torso, tearing past ribs that cracked and split under the force, pushing deeper until she felt it.

The heart.

She didn’t pull it out immediately. For a moment, she let it beat against her hand, felt the rhythm, the unnatural steadiness, the absence of anything resembling life, and then, slowly, deliberately, she closed her fingers around it. And crushed.

The body convulsed violently, its entire frame locking as the force of the impact rippled outward, and then it collapsed, not falling, but dropping, its structure giving out all at once as Victoria withdrew her hand, now coated in thick, dark blood that dripped slowly to the ground.

The other four moved at once, their actions immediate and precise. There was no hesitation, no flicker of emotion—only a cold, calculated adjustment as they responded in perfect unison. 

Two came from the sides, their movements synchronized with a precision that spoke of conditioning rather than instinct, their bodies moving low and fast, aiming for her legs, while the remaining two advanced from the front, one slightly behind the other, creating layers of attack designed to overwhelm rather than challenge.

It would have worked.

On something else.

Victoria stepped into them.

The first to reach her never made contact, because she met it head-on, her hand snapping upward and catching its face with enough force to halt its momentum instantly, her fingers digging into bone as her grip tightened, and without breaking stride, she drove it downward, slamming its skull into the ground so violently that the impact split it open, fragments of bone and flesh bursting outward in a sickening spray that painted the dirt beneath them.

The second from the side lunged, its claws aimed for her torso, but she turned just enough to avoid the strike, her body shifting with fluid precision as she caught its arm mid-motion and twisted.

Hard. 

The joint did not dislocate.

It tore. 

The limb separated completely, ripping free from the shoulder in a brutal, jagged motion that sent a thick arc of blood across the space between them, the creature’s body staggering for half a second before Victoria drove her knee upward into its chest, the force collapsing its ribcage inward with a dull, heavy crunch that echoed through the clearing. Still no scream.

The remaining three adjusted again, their movements becoming sharper, more aggressive, as though whatever controlled them had recognized the futility of measured engagement and had shifted to pure violence.

Good.

Victoria’s eyes darkened.

The next one reached her from the front, its strike faster, heavier, its claws dragging across her side just enough to tear through fabric and skin, leaving behind a shallow but visible line of damage that bled immediately before healing over just as quick.

She didn’t react—not in the way anything living should. There was no flinch, no hesitation, no instinct to recoil from what came at her. Instead, she reached forward and grabbed it, both hands locking onto it with absolute certainty. Her fingers dug deep into its shoulders, not simply holding but anchoring, as if it had already lost the right to escape the moment she touched it. With effortless strength, she lifted it off the ground, suspending it there for a brief, suspended moment—just long enough for the reality of what was about to happen to exist.

Then she
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