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Prologue
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Ashes of Eternity

He had lived long enough for names to slough off him like old skin.

Once, the syllables people called him had mattered—signposts on a road he’d believed would lead somewhere. Now they were debris scattered along five centuries of nights: baron, patron, monster, savior, liar. He wore none of them. The only thing that fit anymore was the hush that followed him into every alley.

Dawn waited at the horizon like a blade.

He stood on a church rooftop, one boot on warm slate, the other toe nudging a dead leaf that had found its way into summer. The city below exhaled the sour-sweet breath of night: fried food and rain-stung asphalt, cheap perfume, the iron tang of old blood. Neon halos blinked out one by one as if the dark were being unstitched by an invisible hand.

He could walk east.
Let the sun unmake him.
End the ache of hunger and the heavier ache of memory.
He imagined it more often lately. He imagined the warmth rushing in, imagined the pain—clean, honest, deserved. He imagined becoming a smear of gold on stone and then nothing at all.

A siren wailed. Somewhere, a woman laughed and choked on it at the same time. Somewhere else, a man begged and another voice told him, very softly, to be quiet now.

The vampire closed his eyes. The hunger stirred, old and tireless. It did not speak; it never needed to. It simply reminded. Of the simple mechanics of survival. Of the thrill that had once felt like purpose. Of all the centuries he had wasted mistaking movement for meaning.

He left the roof and dropped into the alley, landing without sound among bottles and glimmering shards. A stray cat arched and hissed. He offered it a glance that might have been apology.

At the mouth of the alley, two men waited—one with his hands splayed in surrender, the other with the flat patience of a butcher. The knife between them had already chosen a throat. The butcher’s eyes were wrong: open too wide, focus not quite finding the present. As if seeing the world through a pane of fogged glass.

“Please,” the first man whispered, voice catching. “I didn’t—”

“Quiet,” said the butcher, the word empty of will yet heavy as command.

The vampire stepped forward. The butcher pivoted by degrees, a mannequin discovering joints, and the blade glinted. The vampire saw the tremble in the victim’s knees, smelled panic, sweat, nicotine, the tart copper of a cut waiting to happen.

He could drink the butcher and be clean of hunger until the next hour demanded its due. He could drink the begging man and leave the butcher to the laws of whatever power owned his stare. He could do nothing at all.

He took the knife by its shadow, and the steel obediently found his hand. He moved the butcher aside the way one might reposition a chair. Gentle. Disgust humming behind his ribs.

“Run,” he said without looking at the man who could still choose to live.

The footsteps fled. The butcher blinked slowly, lips parting like a sleepy child’s. Somewhere beneath whatever held him, a spark of fear flickered—not for the vampire, but for disappointing the voice he served.

“Who tells you to be quiet?” the vampire asked, letting the blade hover at the hollow of the man’s throat. He felt the pulse there, the metronome of mortality. Once, that rhythm had been music. Now it was only a clock no one respected.

The butcher’s mouth made shapes. He did not answer. He couldn’t.

Puppet, the vampire thought. Threaded. Someone had their fingers inside this man’s life and was tugging.

He let the knife drop into a puddle, watched ripples bruise the reflection. He placed two fingers to the man’s temple and pressed—not to break, only to nudge. Sleep folded the butcher in an untidy heap.

The hunger complained. He ignored it. It would complain until the end of the world.

He tilted his face to the paling sky. Dawn had crept a little closer while he’d been deciding not to kill. It would be so easy to step into it. But the wrongness in the butcher’s eyes tugged at a frayed edge inside him, and something like curiosity—small, stubborn, alive—pulled him back from the east.

“Not today,” he told the sun that could not hear him. “Not until I see who’s pulling the strings.”

He turned his back on morning and walked into what remained of night.
Chapter One

The Hunter in the Night

He counted exits before he counted breaths.

The warehouse lot had three: a roll-up door rusted half open, a side door chained but not locked, and the gap in the fence where the chain link curled like a peeled nail. Sodium lights cast everything in the jaundice of bad memory. A semi idled near the loading dock, exhaust unspooling like a lazy ghost.

The man people in this part of the city whispered about—when they dared to—took the gap in the fence. He moved with that particular confidence predators have when they mistake habit for invisibility. The hunter followed at a pace that invited boredom and delivered none.

Rules, he reminded himself, as he slid through the same gap.
No civilians on the line.
No shots you can’t call.
No mercy for those who prey on the helpless.
And never, ever fall in love with the night that lets you do it.
A text ghosted across his phone screen without vibration: Door. Two minutes. The sender didn’t have a name. In his world, names were liabilities. Codes and favors were currency.

At the chained door, he listened. Voices bounced in the hollow like loose screws in a tin can—two, maybe three men, all low and flat. A woman’s voice threaded between them, higher, strained, trying to be small. The hunter’s jaw tightened. He wasn’t here for revenge; revenge belonged to people who still believed in the luxury of after. He was here to stop a thing before it finished becoming worse.

Bolt cutters bit through chain like a promise fulfilled. He eased the door open and slid inside with the certainty of a shadow returning to its wall.

The warehouse smelled of oil and mildew and the blunt, metallic hint of recent fear. Crates stacked to the rafters cast an unhelpful geometry of hiding places. The men stood in a pool of light that made them look theatrical: the leader with the shaved head and neat hands; the second, broader, whose impatience made sound even when he didn’t move; the third, a boy trying on a monster’s posture.

The woman’s wrists were bound in front of her, red already threatening purple. She kept her gaze on the floor, mouth working around words she did not want the world to hear.

“Quiet,” the leader said gently. Too gently. The hunter had heard gentleness like that before. It wasn’t kindness. It was habit, distilled.

“Truck in ten,” the broad one muttered.

“Everything in its time,” said the leader, eyes unfocused for a beat, like a man listening to a song no one else could hear.

The hunter stepped out of the dark with his hands loose at his sides. The pistol at his back would stay there unless it didn’t; the knife at his hip was already in his palm, edge down, a fact and not a threat.

“Let her go,” he said, voice steady. “Walk away and keep your lives.”

The boy laughed—a quick, brittle sound. The broad man swore and reached for his jacket where a gun-shaped confidence made a hard angle. The leader did not look at the hunter so much as through him, like a mirror that refused to show what stood in front of it.

“Quiet,” he told the woman again, even though she hadn’t spoken. She obeyed. The sound of her breathing went small.

That was wrong.

The hunter’s pulse slowed the way it always did when everything started to matter. He knew fear in a hundred dialects. He knew rage in more. He did not know this new language where a word could reach a person and switch them off.

“Last chance,” he said.

The boy moved first, spring-dart quick, and the knife kissed his forearm before the gun finished leaving his waistband. He howled and dropped the weapon. The broad man cleared leather and fired on reflex. The hunter was already not there. Two more shots chewed a crate instead of lungs. He slid, swept, and the broad man joined the gun on the floor with most of the breath punched out of him.

The leader finally focused. He lifted his hand—only his hand, fingers making a shape that meant nothing—and said, almost kindly, “Sleep.”

For a splinter of a second, the hunter felt it: a pressure behind the eyes, a hand he couldn’t see trying to find a purchase on his will. He’d known the choke of tear gas, the fuzz of concussion, the static blast of a flashbang going off too close to his thoughts. This was none of those. This was a suggestion penned in ink that bled into the paper of his mind.

He did not sleep.

He smiled instead, a hard, unfriendly thing, and threw a length of chain. It wrapped the leader’s wrist with a clink that sounded like punctuation. The man jerked, blinked, and surprise finally cracked the empty calm in his eyes.

“New trick,” the hunter said. “Who taught you how to turn people down like radios?”

The leader’s expression smoothed again, not quite reaching normal. “You should be quiet too.”

“Not my gift,” the hunter said, and then the broad man rushed him like a lesson unlearned.

It was quick after that. The boy curled around his cut and made small noises that admitted he was not built for this. The broad man discovered the concrete with the back of his skull and stayed there, discovering it some more. The leader tried to speak the woman into stillness again—tried to speak the hunter into obedience—and when neither worked, tried to run.

The hunter didn’t chase. He stepped to the woman first, cut the plastic biting her skin, lifted her chin
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