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Despair hung heavy over Aquilia.

The city walls groaned under the assault.

Flaming torches danced atop the wooden towers, throwing long, jagged shadows over the streets below.

Barbarian war horns blared, a guttural, relentless sound that rattled the hearts of soldiers and citizens alike. Arrows rained down from the battlements, and the clash of steel on steel rang sharp against the night, mingling with the roar of fires consuming thatched roofs at the city’s edge.

A battering ram slammed slowly and repeatedly against the northern gate with deafening force.

Legionaires shouted orders, their armour clanging, while citizens cowered in alleyways, praying silently that the night would end without them being crushed beneath the chaos. Yet even as they trembled from the siege, a deeper, more insidious terror prowled the city.

The night was alive, but not with the fire and steel of the besieging barbarians. No, the city throbbed with something far more enticing: fear, blood, the frantic heartbeat of life running through the streets. From the shadows atop the crumbling rooftops, Lucien watched it all. The smoke and fire of the siege were a symphony, the screams a chorus of terror. It eagerly drank in the scent of blood, sweat, and fear. Mortals were weak, noisy, predictable...and delicious. Its eyes glinted faintly red in the torchlight, fixated on the pulsing life below.

“I will feed on it all,” Lucien hissed. His senses drank it all. The coppery tang of blood from the wounded soldiers, the acrid smoke from burning thatch, the faint, trembling warmth of children huddled beneath tables—each a note in the delicious chaos. The predator moved with perfect grace, shadow to shadow, as if the night itself bent to its will. Human eyes were weak; they could not see the predator that hunted them.

Something caught his eye. A hint of motion. The scent of fresh blood on the night wind.

A young man in the armour of a legionary staggered through the Forum, bloodied from some  skirmish.
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Julius wiped sweat from his eyes, then adjusted his helmet. He scanned the empty streets with desperate eyes. Something was wrong. The usual sounds of fleeing civilians were muted; the shadows in the alleys seemed to pulse, as if alive. He tightened his grip on his drawn gladius. “Who’s there?” he shouted, but the city swallowed his voice.

He turned to look behind him.

The street was deserted.

“Who is there?”he shouted again.
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Lucien smiled, baring his fangs. The centurion was brave, but bravery was irrelevant. One silent leap later, it perched atop a column, its pale fingers brushing the edge as it studied the centurion. So much life, so much warmth, so close...yet so oblivious.

At the northern gate, the barbarians pressed their assault harder. The clash of steel on steel filled the night.

Yet the vampire moved with utter grace through the inner city, slipping past chaos unnoticed.
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Julius rallied a handful of survivors in the central plaza.

Under his orders, the legionaries formed a hasty barricade, shoving carts and benches to slow the invaders.

“That gate won't hold forever,” he told them. “We must prepare another defensive line. We hold the city!”

The men worked quickly.

Julius glanced at the streets around him, half-expecting another wave of barbarians to swarm forward. He shivered. Something was watching him from above, from the corners, from the shadows. He could feel it.
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The vampire glided from alley to alley, its senses attuned to every drop of blood, every faltering heartbeat. Legionaries and barbarians fought below, uselessly, their steel clanging against shields. Mortals screamed.

Every scream was a thrill, every panicked heartbeat a melody.

And yet, Lucien hunted with patience, stalking innocent life like a cat hunting a mouse.

A merchant’s daughter crouched under an overturned cart.

Lucian smiled, baring his fangs.

The young girl lifted her head to peak over the top of the wagon.

The predator’s shadow fell across her, and a chill ran down her spine. One pale hand brushed her shoulder. She screamed, and the echo blended seamlessly with the distant roar of the siege.
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Julius and his ragged force fought back the barbarians who had broken through the northern gate. The legionaries fought well, with scutum and gladius, fighting in well-practiced formation.

Fires crept through the city, casting a lurid light over the fierce fighting.

As he fought, Julius caught glimpses of movement out of the corner of his eye. Something was out there....moving too fast, too fluid. The hairs on his neck rose, and a premonition of death pressed against his chest.
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The vampire leapt across rooftops, following the scent of fear. It paused to savour the thrill of hunting within a city under siege. There was no rush; the mortals were trapped, helpless, their lives and hopes scattered like leaves in the wind. A scream erupted from a nearby alley. The predator moved with calculated grace, fangs bared, shadow and flame dancing together.
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Stepping away from a dead barbarian, Julius spun, having caught a glimpse of red eyes in the darkness, a flash of pale hand and unnatural speed. He slashed outwards with his gladius, but the vampire was gone, already melted into the shadows, already stalking another victim.

Panic clawed at Julius's chest, but there was no time to think. The barbarians were through the gates, the city was burning, and some predator remained, a silent, terrible threat in the darkness.
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Aquilia was a place of chaos.

Cobblestones slick with blood reflected the weak moonlight, and the air was thick with ash and the stench of death. The barbarians had retreated back out of the city, but the siege had left Julius and the few survivors weary, wounded, and fearful.

Julius gripped his gladius tighter. Every nerve in his body screamed that something watched him. Shadows moved with unnatural intent in the alleyways, curling along walls and rooftops like living smoke. He had glimpsed it repeatedly, always just out of reach, always calculating.

A sudden movement atop a half-collapsed tower made him spin.

There it was, eyes glowing faint crimson, wings of shadow stretching almost imperceptibly, the predator watching him, amused. The vampire’s voice, soft and lilting, carried down from the heights. “You’ve survived much, human. But you tire. And I hunger.”

Julius advanced cautiously, stepping over debris, boots crunching against bits of broken stone. “You won’t take me, Strigoi!” he growled, trying to sound braver than he felt. “Not while I breathe.”

The vampire slid down the tower in a fluid motion, landing silently on the street before him. His tunic rustled softly. His pale fingers flexed. “You are brave,” he said, almost admiringly, “but bravery is irrelevant. Fear... is far more useful.”

Julius lunged, gladius flashing, striking for the shadows that had already vanished.

Lucien laughed softly, a sound like wind through a crypt.

Julius spun. The shadow moved impossibly fast, appearing behind him in a heartbeat. A pale hand clamped onto his shoulder with ice-cold pressure, and he twisted, swinging wildly.

Steel clashed against fangs.

The vampire dodged, narrowly avoiding the blade, leaving deep scratches across its arm that burned with unnatural heat. Its crimson eyes never left Julius’s face, studying him, learning him.

“You are strong...but you cannot win,” Lucien whispered, voice dripping with a predator’s delight.

Julius’s chest heaved.

Around them, the city groaned under its own ruin. Fire licked the edges of shattered buildings, casting the pair
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