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Chapter 1
Blood Carnival

[image: image]


Unsure of how to react in his inebriated state, Paulo chuckled at his foolishness when he almost walked past his own house. Shining under the moonlight, the gray walls seemed to join in the laughter.

However, he was not solely to blame. 

The month of February in Natal, Brazil meant fun, and tonight's festival was no less.

The festivities started right at sunset and the people had gathered to seize the surreal spectacle. The blend of ochre and bright gold in the dusky sky looked ethereal and to get amazed by it, a massive crowd had formed.

Paulo Barbosa was, as usual, fashionably late. As faithful as he was to work, the Carnival would have skipped his stress-addled brain if not for his best friend who called to remind him of the festival.

“At this point, I’m convinced you’ll be late to your own wedding,” the friend had commented when Paulo picked up his call. Upon asking for clarification, Paulo was reminded about the Carnival with words that pushed him to wrap everything up and take off for the festival.

When he thought about it though, it was not his friend's words that stirred him. It was the sound of snapping beer cans and cheerful laughter in the background. The extraordinary vibe of the Carnival captivated Paulo.

The excitement was evident in the evening when Paulo had reached. Through the hustle, he ambled towards the table where his friends were seated.

The night breeze melded with the music and brought along an aura of pure joy. The people were scattered around the stage, singing and dancing, their glasses filled to the brim. Awakened by the sizzling aromas, some wandered towards the food trucks to settle their cravings. The tireless children ran to and fro around the swings, their spirits hyped up.

The moon blessed the lot with mercy and sparkled over the entire ground. The few remaining corners were adorned with lanterns and neon lights which shone like stars in the night sky. It was a splendid sight to see.

Tall rainbow tents were aligned to form a queue. Each tent consisted of stalls of thrift items and food. Some offered mini games for children while others served alcohol. At the center was a simmering bonfire that provided warmth to the passersby. 

The city was a lively tapestry of love and laughter, the natives as vibrant as the Carnival around them. 

Music reverberated throughout the perimeter; the beat of the drum felt in the hearts. The rush of people reveled in the melody, the ecstasy vivid in their blissful smiles. 

“Paul, my man, late as usual,” one of his friends said as he settled on the wooden bench. He grinned and greeted everyone before snatching the drink from his best friend who he ended up sitting beside.

“Kings... arrive when they want to, not when they are asked to,” Paulo joked after sipping the drink. 

The food on the table caught his eye and his stomach rumbled. But tonight, Paulo wanted to focus on the drinks. He would have a meal later at home. 

“I regret inviting you,” Carlos pouted before opening another bottle and pouring it in a cup. 

“Not if I treat you to more,” Paulo winked after taking the second cup and gulping it down in one go while his friend just sat, jaw dropped, the rest of the group laughing at the duo's theatrics. 

Since Paulo's friends had begun clinking glasses before he even arrived at the Carnival, most of them were already half-drunk. Not wanting to be left behind, he drank. A little more than necessary. 

After downing uncountable glasses of alcohol like there's no tomorrow, he accompanied his mates to the dance. They hooted and hollered along the music until they could not stand anymore. 

A bearded middle-aged man came on stage to announce the beginning of the play. The huge audience applauded in ardor along with Paulo and his friends who stood in the middle. 

One by one, little kids appeared on stage and played their respective roles. A kid who was acting as a vampire roared and attacked the puny girl who stood terrified. The drumbeats grew louder to create a thrilling atmosphere. The vampire was laughing evilly, the crowd taking in every scene with fearful gazes. That's when an arrow flew out of nowhere and hit the kid playing vampire. A group of children guised as hunters popped out of the trees and the crowd gasped. 

Laughter suddenly erupted from the crowd when the audience noticed kids playing as trees and standing meekly in the background. However, what relieved them of the initial fear was the group of kids with toy weapons. The hunters made sure the natives were safe. 

It was an age-old myth in Brazil - the existence of vampires and hunters, and the cat and mouse game they played. Tales of such demonic creatures were recited to children as bedtime stories. The people were aware of the vampires, but they were certain the hunters would keep them protected. And that was the goal of the play too, a subtle reminder that the people of Natal were secure in their hometown. 

While the crowd dispersed after a round of applause, Paulo's gaze fell on an unfamiliar face among the people. But as soon as it appeared, it went out of sight. The only thing he remembered was the long raven hair that seemed to glisten under the moonlight. The rest was a blur.

“Come on,” his best friend called, pulling him out of his reverie, “I want to see the fireworks.”

A drunken chaos, they both stumbled and chortled before Paulo whined, “I’m tired, Carl. You can go with the boys.”

“I would but I cannot find them. Please stay for the fireworks. Then I’ll let you go.” When Paulo did not budge from his place, Carlos made a puppy face and said, “I promise.”

Sighing, Paulo gave in to his friend's request and they both made their way towards the fireworks show. The push and pull of the throng of people got wild as more and more kept pouring in to relish the fireworks that resulted in Paulo losing his best friend in the crowd. Worn out from the day's work, Paulo took this as a stroke of luck.

The festival was still on peak when Paulo decided to retire. Unable to find his friends in the horde of people with the double vision, he did not bother to inform them of his departure and slowly stumbled out. 

In a blurry haze, he saw something that halted him in his steps. However, as soon as he tried to focus in that particular direction, it disappeared. Again.

Laughing, Paulo shook his head.

It must be his brain playing tricks on him, Paulo thought. It was the second time in a row it happened. 

Convinced, he continued down the lane, in the direction opposite to the festival. The only thing lighting his way was the moon and the fireworks that started as soon as he stepped out, a reflection of pastel pink and azure appearing on the road. It looked like auroras on the Northern Mountains. 

The noise became a soft buzz as he kept moving away, stumbling to get to his house. In a haste to return, and with the alcohol-soaked senses, he almost walked past his own house.

Befuddled, he snorted and turned around, the movement causing the world around him to shift and spin mercilessly. 

“Woah.” He staggered towards the nearest wall. Blinking rapidly, he tried to regain his focus when his gaze found the same dark hair.

He wanted to wipe his eyes to clear his vision, but the silhouette moved, confirming Paulo that someone was indeed there. The shadows were lifted as another round of fireworks exploded in the sky, the light making it possible for him to see. 

Paulo, a portrait of inebriated joy, mumbled and laughed to himself when he saw an otherworldly beauty in front of him, his senses blurred by the intoxicating air of the celebration. 

Dark tresses fell down on a tall slim body, pale skin glimmering under the fireworks. Her siren eyes were a portal to her soul, emanating an aura abundant in euphoria. 

The woman gracefully stepped closer, peering down his orbs. Her charm captured him, bringing him to the seventh heaven. He stared back to compete with her lustful gaze. 

A sly curve appeared on her lips and her hand stretched out to Paulo's unruly hair. Teeming with an intensifying allure, their warm breaths mingled, the festival and the passersby long forgotten. It was like he was encased in an enchanting veil of exhilaration that separated him from this world. 

The feeling of elation did not last though. The mystical woman suddenly morphed into a black creature and stung his neck. Paralyzed from shock, Paulo's body froze in fear as he felt his life force draining. Bit by bit, his senses depleted until he faltered, and his body gave out. However, he did not fall for black leather wings had him wrapped tightly in an embrace that shackled him to a strong core.

The last thing he saw through the haze was the creature turning back to a woman, his blood trickling down her mouth, a satiated smirk on her face.

It was the Azeman. 

The Azeman had awakened. 
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Chapter 2
A Routine Morning
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With groggy eyes halfway open, Anula stretched her hand to shut the ringing alarm clock on the bedside table. As soon as the sound stilled, exhausted from last night's festival, she closed back her eyelids, giving into the allure of sleep. 

Before she could totally dive into the chasm, a woman came into her room and slid open the curtains, ivory silk flowing smoothly from the action.

“Good morning, Anula. Wake up,” her grandmother called, “You’ll be late to work otherwise.”

The sunlight that poured into the room through the window directly hit Anula in her eyes, reflecting off of surfaces and lighting the entire room in a morning glow. Groaning, she rubbed her face, sitting up to get rid of the laziness.

“Morning,” she sleepily mumbled back, finally opening her eyes. Avo’, her grandmother, dressed in a white top and sage green pants, stood looking out the window, similar to the shade of the leaves on the trees outside.

“Avo’, coffee please,” Anula drowsily called to her grandmother. Accustomed to her morning routine, Avo’ smiled at her and said before going out. “Go get ready while I make your breakfast.”

Anula gave a smile in response, getting out of bed to wash her face and get a shower.

Anula had been living with her grandmother for a long as a decade now. Both of them were familiar with each other's habits and routines, living together in peace and harmony. Whatever Anula knew, whatever skills she possessed, it was all thanks to her Avo’.

After getting dressed into jeans and a hoodie, Anula unlocked her phone, a conduit to the outside world, to check the notifications and get an idea of her surroundings. Some of them were from her friends and family, the rest were notifications from social apps. Replying to the most recent messages after checking her daily plans, she went to dry her hair.

“Breakfast is ready,” Avo called from the kitchen, her sound almost inaudible amongst the blow dryer’s whirring. 

“I’m coming,” she replied and switching off the dryer, she went straight to the breakfast table.

The fresh aroma of hot coffee hit her nostrils as she stepped out into the living room. Her mouth watered and her stomach grumbled, her steps quickening towards the food.

A plate of appetizing fried eggs and bacon was served to her when she took her place in the chair across her grandmother's seat, homemade butter and freshly baked bread dished along. Although, even in presence of a wholesome meal, the first thing she picked was the cup of brewing coffee. 

“All this food and you still choose coffee.” Avo’ rolled her brown eyes as Anula took sips of the hot beverage, relishing the rich taste, and started her own meal. Noticing her reaction, Anula sheepishly grinned in her direction and picked up a piece of toast. 

While they ate in tranquility, discussing their plans for the day, something shifted in the air outside their tiny home. The usual coziness stirred, and a wave of spine-chilling breeze shook the trees outside. Inconspicuous to Anula who ate in delight, Avo’ was quick to take in the strange behavior of nature. As soon as she finished her breakfast, she went out to take in the changes.

“Is everything alright?” Anula asked her grandmother when she saw her stepping out of the house. Done with her meal, she followed her out.

Outside, towering trees surrounded the house. The rays of the sun burned down on them, zigzagging through spaces in the heavy foliage. The blowing wind turned colder and harsher despite the sun, the branches shaking and holding out against the wind. In a panic, the birds flew out of their nests and towards the top of the canopy, cawing and cooing loudly as if in warning. 

“Something doesn't feel right,” Avo’ said, kneeling on the ground, the black symbols tattooed on her skin glowing vibrant gold on the edges, similar to how it did on Anula's skin when she used her powers. Aware of her grandmother's connection with nature, Anula noted as her grandmother bent and caressed the soil, her silver hair tied in a simple braid sparkled in the sun. It felt as if the particles were whispering stories to her Avo’ who patiently processed all bits and pieces of the information. “There seems to be a shadow in the breeze, something unnatural. The shadow is causing the rift in the atmosphere. The identity of it remains unknown, however.”

“Don’t worry, Avo’. I’m sure we’ll be prepared for whatever comes our way.” Anula said as her grandmother stood back up, the wind settling into a silent hush now, birds flocking back to their nests, a sign that the warning had been perceived loud and clear. Seeing the determination and conviction in her granddaughter's gaze, a sense of pride and reassurance filled her otherwise worrying heart. 

Nodding, she said, “Take care of yourself when you go out. Try not to wander alone, especially at night.”

“Yes, ma'am.” Anula mock-saluted her grandmother, “You don't dwell on it too much too, okay?”

Shaking her head, Avo’ chuckled and nodded before shooing the girl away. Realizing she was actually running late for work, she turned back and hurried inside to get ready.

The house did not occupy an excessively large area. It was a little hut, enough for the family of two. The back door opened into the kitchen, through which Anula entered, going towards the stairs that led to the two rooms on the first floor. The walls, painted in beige, were adorned with portraits of friends and family. The wooden console table beneath the frames carried a ceramic table lamp, the intricate design carved on it consisted of tea pink and green flower patterns.

Coming into her room, she grabbed her phone and favorite tote bag, a present from her grandma and a lucky charm for her. She called an Uber and went downstairs to leave. 

“Avo’, I’m leaving, my Uber’s almost here,” Anula said to her grandmother who was now sitting on the sofa in the living room, a book held open in her hands. The living room was an open space beside the kitchen. Cream colored couches rested on the wooden floor, in the middle of which was a round table with a wooden top. A television was placed on a white console with other miniature pots and vases. 

The wall beside the door held a wide bookshelf consisting of books and ancient grimoires hundreds and thousands of years old, passed down to Avo, generation after generation. Anula liked to think of these grimoires as her Avo's treasure. Across from the book rack was her grandmother's room, the door to which was now shut.

When her grandmother only hummed, Anula had guessed that she was already deep into the book, skimming her way through moth-eaten pages to find answers. She would do this whenever anything eerie happened – nature providing her updates of the outside world and her searching for solutions in these age-old experiences. 

Giving her avo’ a kiss on the cheek, Anula rushed out as her phone chimed. It was a notification from the Uber driver. Reaching the purring vehicle, she settled in the car and guided the way to the driver. The engine roared as it started towards the destination, the inertia giving her a forward push. 

As she maneuvered around the city, she saw signs of last night's festival on the streets. String lights still hung from trees, red paper cups irresponsibly disposed of on the ground after consuming the insides. Colorful pamphlets of a lucky draw flew here and there, the subtle breeze taking them from one corner to another. However, these hints were absent from the people. Even this early in the morning, the streets of Natal were bustling with people as fresh as a daisy, going about their everyday chores, the fatigue from yesterday's carnival a no-show. 

Anula felt everything but energized today. Her friends had partied till late last night and she had missed her chance of an eight-hour sleep. So even after her cup of morning coffee, she felt slightly drained. Avo's intuitions were not helping either. Despite her trying to distract herself, her mind kept latching onto Avo's worried expression, for she knew her grandmother's instincts never lied. 

Making its way through the streets of Brazil flooded in traffic, the car came to a stop outside the mall. Paying the fare, Anula stepped out of the vehicle. Her pupils constricted in the presence of the strong rays of sun, her sunglasses laying forgotten at home.

Tottering towards the entrance, she went inside, grateful to get rid of the burning sun. A wave of rowdiness washed over her like a tsunami, the hustle and bustle of people moving from one outlet to another. Shaking her head, she went to the escalators to go to the top floor. Trying her best to dodge the crowd, she stumbled left and right before finally reaching the sunglasses kiosk where she worked.

Her partner, the other employee she worked the shifts with, was already there. Having opened the shop on time, Anula breathed in a sigh of relief. Her manager would have given her an earful if the shop were not operational. 

“Oh, Anula, you are here,” the girl said, her doe eyes full of zeal this morning. 

“Hi.” Unable to match her energy, Anula addressed with a light nod, “What's up?”

Owning a bubbly personality, the brunette sparkled at the question. “Nothing big, but your girl just made a sale.”

Hearing this, Anula chirped up. “This early in the morning? Wow, that's great, Marcia.”

“Yeah,” the girl beamed, “and it's not that early, An, it will be noon in a few hours.”

Grumbling, Anula nodded. As the clock hit twelve, more and more customers kept coming and going. The mall was flowing with people by the time rush hour struck. Some stopped by at the kiosk, both of the girls guiding the customers, subtly complimenting them here and there to convince them to confirm the deal.

Hours later, Anula sighed, finally done for the day. “It was tiring today,” she said before asking for a favor. “Will you wrap it up for me, Mars? I have to go to the market to get some things for Avo’.”

“Sure,” Marcia agreed, “as long as you treat me to lunch on Monday.”

“I promise,” Anula grinned. Both of the girls had skipped lunch today. Since it was Saturday, dealing with the weekend crowd got hectic and there was no time left for them to get a break and eat.

Calling an uber, Anula left after a good-bye. Taking the lift to the ground floor, she exited the mall.

Outdoors, the sky had turned dark. The waning moon was hidden beneath a layer of clouds, peeking out to provide a bare minimum of light. She paced right and left, waiting for her ride to arrive. 

A frosty wind blew causing Anula to shiver. Reminded of the morning's events, her thoughts once again wandered towards the improbable possibilities. But as she had told her grandma, she was certain they were ready for whatever stood in their way. Training secretly since she was a young girl, she was definitely ready.

A honk echoed, disrupting the tranquility of the night, pulling her out of the abyss of thoughts. The beam from the headlights of the car reached her. Checking the number plate on the phone to be sure, she walked towards the vehicle before getting in. 

“To the market, please,” she told the driver and rolled the car window down, embracing the crispness of the February weather. 

Undiscovered by Anula, a peculiar obscurity chased her scent, whiffs of which were left wherever she went. Darkness evaded every nook and cranny, an embodiment of desire and destruction. Caught by the obscene creature, it savored the luscious smell, setting its sight on the vampire hunter, the mere thought of the compelling taste of her blood bringing utter joy to the Azeman.
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Chapter 3
Lurker In The Market
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Addicted to the bold and savory full traces of Anula Prata's blood, the Azeman reached the market. She followed the vampire hunter from a distance, camouflaging in the crowd to hide her vile intentions. 

The market was a chaos of sales and purchases. Lined with vendors, juicy fruits and fresh vegetables shimmied under the night lamps, the shopkeepers waving fans to get rid of the buzzing bugs. The shopkeepers called to the customers, offering them special prices, and competing amongst each other. Falling for the trap, the customers flocked to the vendors and emptied their pockets to buy routine groceries. 

In the middle of the market stood her target, dressed in comfortable yet fashionable attire, her body toned and agile. Anula's hair, from her vantage point she saw, was tied into a bun, dark tresses proficiently wrapped in an up-do. 

The vampire hunter, she noticed, moved with a purpose, her skin glowing under the lamps, hazel eyes darting to and fro in concentration, as if Anula had a virtual list of stuff she needed to buy and crossed them off of the list in her mind after purchasing them. 

Interesting, she thought.

Smirking, the Azeman stepped deeper into the crowd, never leaving her out of sight.

In order to come off as a mundane buyer, the Azeman too bought a bunch of red apples, exchanging currency that she stole from a heedless marketgoer. After the fruit retailer was certain the cash notes were original, he handed the fruit to her, which she immediately put in her bag; the bag which was already overloaded with half a dozen oranges she bought out of whim. 

While she was making an effort to stay disguised, she keenly followed the vampire hunter's scent. 

In between the few meters the Azeman and the vampire hunter stood, a hundred passers-by went by carrying bags upon bags of supplies for their friends and family, concealing the lingering aura of pure hunger that wafted off of the Azeman. Unable to detect the aura, Anula kept walking to buy stuff her avo’ had asked for.

As compared to the Azeman, the ebb and flow of the commerce captivated the crowd. Casually but calculatedly strolling right and left, the only thing that captured her attention was the girl. Even when the humdrum of normalcy was new to her, she had zero curiosity to experience human life. All the Azeman wished for was blood. Anula's blood. The thought alone was enough to rile her up, making her go out of control for a mere second. 

This sudden shift in atmosphere had captured Anula's attention. She stopped in the middle of her tracks, a few passersby looking at her weirdly and pushing past her. Wrinkling her nose, she tried to focus on the source of the strange smell that stood out to her since it clashed with the usual mélange of fragrances in the market. However, the unfamiliar scent went away as soon as it came. Puzzled at the eeriness, Anula shook her head and resumed her routine shopping, disregarding the plethora of impossibilities that popped in her mind.

The overwhelming thirst coming off of the Azeman made its presence known and Anula didn't hesitate to sniff it out. Seeing this, the Azeman hurriedly darted into the nearest shop. She had scrutinized the vampire hunter enough to know that if she had not pulled in her lust for her warm and thick blood, she would have become the vampire hunter's next prey. 

The smirk she had before turned into a demonic laughter now. The Azeman, for sure, reveled in the chase. The thrill of the cat and mouse game she was playing with the girl had her on her toes. 

The market was vibrant, and the shop owner was so engrossed in striking profitable deals with his customers that he ignored the fleeting presence of the Azeman. While the Azeman, a master of trickery and obscurity, acted as any other buyer visiting his shop. She touched the merchandise here and there, discreetly ducking to glance out for her target.

Her eyes fell on Anula again. The oblivious girl continued purchasing groceries, moving deeper in the growing crowd. Since the market would close soon, the vendor owners reduced the prices of the goods to the lowest to sell all of their merchandise. Used to this, the people of Natal frequented the market at this hour. 

The Azeman moved to step out of the shop when the shop owner called to her.

“Stop,” the man with the mustache said, “You are taking something you have not paid for.”

Glancing down at her hands, the Azeman put the miniature piece of pottery back on the rail. 

“Pardon me,” she said, reeling her anger in, “I was in a hurry.”

Fury had consumed the Azeman once she was out of the shop. Thanks to the shopkeeper, she had lost track of the vampire hunter. 

Brimming with anger, and a voracious appetite, the Azeman now walked faster, her strides following the whiffs of smell the girl left behind. She threw the goods she bought, emptying the cross-body bag into the nearest dustbin before discarding the bag altogether. Senses overwhelmed by her fueling hunger, she went towards a dark corner. 

Getting out of the crowd and away from sight, she stripped and transitioned into the form of an enormous dark creature. She stretched the bat-like wings that appeared, her feathery body as black as the night sky, before she took flight. Flipping her wings, she followed a straight upwards trajectory until the whole perimeter was visible to her. With the help of heightened vision, she could see each and every marketgoer from above, sniffing impatiently to search for Anula's scent.

Unbeknownst to the hunter who navigated the streets of the market with routine ease, it did not take long for the Azeman to catch sight of her target. A part of her anger dissipated, her body taken over again by uncontrolled lust.

Checking off the last few supplies she needed to buy, Anula took out her phone to check the time. She was just in time to catch the public bus to go back home, a brooding shadow following her trail in the sky above her. Large wings flapping full force, the Azeman flew beneath a few scattered clouds, an aura of pure ecstasy peeking out.

I found you, vampire hunter, the Azeman thought. And I will be coming for you.

Blood, the elixir of life, which pumped through the hunter's vessels called to the Azeman who promised herself a taste of it soon.

Very, very soon.
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