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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “... Challenges plagued the early orc tribes, mostly brought on by their biological peculiarities, which prevented them from developing a functioning society,” Lilah spoke in front of a class of twenty masked students. “Early tribes survived mostly on hunting and foraging, but due to their insanely high breeding rate, as well as their great size and food cost, this was never enough to sustain their population. Because of this, the orcs were forced to sustain themselves mostly by raiding other orcs and neighboring nations. In addition, their natural blood rages tended to keep the fighting going long past what was necessary.” 
 
    Lilah paused, staring daggers at the pair of vampires in the back of the class. They quickly noticed the attention and quieted down. Still, Lilah made sure to remember them. She would give the two a good thrashing the next time she faced them in the sparring ring.  
 
    “Because of the constant, vicious warfare,” Lilah continued. “The orc tribes could never develop and sustain enough agriculture to fix their constant food shortage. Fortunately, during the great migration, a large community of desperate goblins was forced to settle in orc lands. Goblins, as a species, started on several large islands east of the continent and had no previous contact with the orcs. So it was only then that it was discovered that due to some freak evolutionary peculiarity, orcs were completely incapable of getting mad at goblins. Most scholars agree that this is caused by orcs’ extreme parental instincts combined with goblins looking like, excuse me, ‘scrawny orc children.’” 
 
    That got a small laugh from the class, and Lilah continued. “Goblins, as we all know, are extremely crafty. In only a few decades, they integrated themselves into the orc tribes, brought them together, and completely transformed their society. Strict birth control was implemented. Agriculture was quickly developed to the point that it could sustain the population without an issue. All of the orcs' pent-up energy was expertly diverted into the pursuit of science and craftsmanship. All of these achievements combined, as well as a host of other policies and advancements, led to the formation of the powerful and rich nation we know today.” 
 
    “Thank you, assistant instructor Lilah,” the professor interrupted her as soon as she paused. “Unfortunately, we are out of time for today. I’d like to remind everyone that the material we just touched on will be included in the next test. Dismissed.” 
 
    Half an hour later, Lilah was staring down the heavily armored warrior in front of her, daring her sparring opponent to attack. That was the whole point of the exercise, after all. Unfortunately, it wasn’t one of the two who talked during her class, or she might have made an exception. They were currently watching comfortably from the side.  
 
    The younger vampire was in full battle gear. He wore thick steel armor that covered every inch of him. The only opening to the outside world was the eyeslit on the visor. Above the eyeslits, the metal bulged forward, blocking the wearer from seeing anything much above the eye level. It looked ridiculous, in Lilah’s opinion, but it provided the much-needed shade for the eyeslits. Armored like this, a vampire could easily fight even in daylight, provided he didn’t look up. 
 
    The whole suit of battlefield armor weighed over a hundred kilograms. The battlefield weapon that the vampire wielded was also extremely overweight. It was a large two-handed sword, broader and thicker than any sword a human might wield and weighing more than fifty kilograms. The sword’s hilt was massively reinforced, and there was a rather heavy counterweight on the back of the hilt, allowing for decent maneuverability of the blade despite its mass. 
 
    Regardless of the well-above-average craftsmanship that went into the sword, it was still a rather fragile weapon in the vampire’s hands. If properly anchored and if they tried their best, most vampires could swing the sword fast enough for the tip to break the sound barrier. The sword could not survive such a swing undamaged even if it didn’t hit anything. Because of this, in an actual battle, a vampire would rarely fight at full strength and would have several backup weapons. 
 
    Despite being so strong, a vampire weighed even less than a similarly sized human, at least if the vampire in question was not a fallen one. The armor’s weight helped a lot, but wielding such a heavy weapon was still difficult and required a lot of training. If one weren’t careful, the weapon would awkwardly drag you around as you attempted to fight.  
 
    Finally, the younger vampire attacked. In a textbook approach, he spun his sword around, building speed while approaching his opponent. Then, finally in range, the sword’s motion was expertly directed into a diagonal slash aimed to strike Lilah’s shoulder. No other race on the continent could do much about a strike like this. Even a large orc would be better served by trying to move out of the way. Lilah, however, was also a vampire, and she saw the attack coming from a mile away. 
 
    Lilah’s sword, set in motion ahead of time, hit the incoming blade from below and redirected the attack to pass above her head harmlessly. Then, Lilah braced herself and delivered a kick to her overextended opponent’s midsection. The heavily armored vampire actually lifted off of the ground and flew a meter back before landing on his feet. Despite the heavy blow, his pride was the only thing injured. 
 
    “Good!” The instructor’s booming voice sounded from the side. He was a tall, masked, and very old vampire. “This is a perfect example of why a technique meant for mowing down crowds of humans is not a good one to use against a vampire. Especially an armored one. So, before I teach you all how to do it right, how about you try again. Do use your brain this time.” 
 
    As the instructor’s assistant, Lilah took her position again and patiently waited to be attacked. The other students jeered from the sidelines, but not too loudly so as not to draw the instructor’s attention. It was entirely possible that he could force all of them to fight the assistant instructor before he got to teaching anything. 
 
    Then, everyone's worst fears suddenly came true in the worst way possible.  
 
    “This is taking too long,” the instructor said, seemingly tired of waiting for the reluctant student to attack. “None of you had your injury training yet, right?” 
 
    Oh no, Lilah thought, remembering her own training. It happened shortly after she became a vampire. The instructors made her and others fight and do tasks while literally being dismembered. Fortunately, vampires didn’t feel pain from simple physical injuries, or at least the civilized ones didn’t. Still, it was a horrible experience. Without the use of sunlight or silver, killing a vampire via brute force was difficult. One had to completely sever any connection between the vampire’s head and heart, such as via decapitation. The instructors had used this fact to a terrifying effect. 
 
    “Alright, why don’t we combine the lessons a little,” the instructor continued. “Everyone, grab a weapon and attack Lilah together. Lilah, feel free to chop them up, but don’t kill them.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t think….” Lilah’s complaint was cut short by the instructor. 
 
    “This is part of your special forces training,” he said, his tone indicating that he would not accept any more backtalk. 
 
    Bullshit, Lilah cursed internally. Even fully trained special ops guys don’t have to go against odds like this. I have to fight what, thirty vampires? Sure they are newbies, but they all have full vampire strength and speed. Plus, some of them had combat experience as humans. Hmm, sometimes I wonder if the instructors actually hate me when they do ridiculous shit like this.  
 
    The students complained, mostly about not being armored, but they still went about arming themselves. Lilah watched carefully what each one picked out. Then she smirked. This might actually not be so hard. 
 
    The students had little formal training with the battlefield weapons yet. The racks with the heavy two-handed swords were left completely untouched. Nobody grabbed any of the big two-handed maces either, which would have been the most effective weapon against her. Or at least nobody yet. Lilah watched one of the vampires, a man she knew actually had some fighting experience, come over and pick up a two-handed mace. The thing was even heavier than the greatswords were. The newly minted vampire took a practice swing and almost fell over when the weapon overbalanced him. Discouraged, he picked out a one-handed mace instead.  
 
    Most students automatically grabbed shortswords, the only weapon they already had some training in. Lilah counted only three maces amongst them. Against her ridiculously thick armor, the swords would be completely useless. The maces, however, might accomplish something if they were swung with full force. 
 
    Lilah watched as the students slowly and reluctantly crowded into the arena. Even with all the training and experience she had over them, she was unlikely to win. All they had to do was dogpile, and she would be entirely helpless. 
 
    If nobody around here is playing by the rules, then why do I have to? Lilah suddenly decided. She quickly walked towards the weapon racks, grabbed the ones with two-handed swords, and spilled them onto the arena towards the crowd of confused vampires. Then she raised her sword and charged. 
 
    The students were confused. After all, the instructor didn’t call for the fight to start yet.  
 
    Lilah ran up to them, swung her sword in a vicious horizontal attack, and cut through the waists of three vampires. The sword stopped as it hit the tough spine of the fourth, bending and wrapping around it. The hilt broke off in Lilah’s hands, but she dropped it without hesitation and scooped up one of the scattered swords. 
 
    The training hall echoed with screams of terror, and the students shied away from her instead of counterattacking. Using the moment, Lilah attacked again, knocking two more vampires out of the fight. 
 
    Finally, her opponents attacked back, but Lilah had already accomplished what she aimed for. She prevented them from organizing and sowed enough confusion that now only a couple of students were attacking her at a time. 
 
    Maintaining constant aggression, Lilah spun her sword in wide sweeping arks around herself, keeping those to her sides at bay and chopping off any limbs she could reach. She’d been hit over a dozen times already, but her opponent’s weapons were too light, and the slight scratches on her armor were insignificant. 
 
    Fifteen of her thirty opponents were down for the count when her previous sparring partner, the only other armored vampire on the field, finally grew enough of a backbone to attack her. 
 
    Lilah’s progress slowed as she fought a group of five students working together against her. These were the ones with the obvious military experience, and they managed to fight Lilah to a standstill.  
 
    Noticing the armored vampire charging her from behind, Lilah accepted several hits from the opponents in front of her on her armor, braced herself, turned, and struck behind her with all of her might. Her opponent was caught by surprise. Accompanied by a sonic boom, the overweight sword hit the armored figure and exploded in Lilah’s hands. Stunned and sporting a sizable dent in his breastplate, her target fell over like a log.  
 
    Not wasting a moment, Lilah dove to the side, scooping up another sword. However, before she could get her footing back, two vampires crashed into her, knocking her back to the ground before she could get her footing back. The group of five she had been fighting had not wasted time either.  
 
    Lilah didn't have much of a fighting chance while prone on the ground as five opponents who were just as strong as her and knew what they were doing ganged up on her. All that was left was to wait for whatever they would do to disable her while she desperately wrestled with the two who took her to the floor. 
 
    Lilah was saved from the inevitable defeat when the instructor tossed away her remaining attackers and started peeling off one of the vampires clinging to her. 
 
    “I said stop fighting!” Finally hearing him, the combatants quickly cooled off, and the fight ended. 
 
    As she tried to get up off the ground, Lilah spotted a guardsman standing over her. She took the offered hand and was yanked to her feet. 
 
    “Lilah, the blood lord ordered you to attend the meeting in the grand hall!” the guardsman yelled over the screaming of injured vampires around them. 
 
    “When?” she asked, confused by the sudden news. The next formal meeting in the grand hall was in a week. 
 
    “Right now,” was all the messenger said. 
 
    “This better not be a prank!” Lilah shouted as she hurried over to the instructor. The two worked together to quickly disassemble the suit of armor Lilah was wearing. As soon as her helmet was off, she quickly grabbed her mask from the bench and covered her face, hoping that nobody got a good look. It wasn’t like Lilah was hiding anything anyone hadn’t seen before, but it was still embarrassing. Fortunately, her under armor clothing was undamaged, and she didn’t have to worry about the rest of her body.  
 
    Before leaving, Lilah struck a victory pose in front of the instructor. 
 
    “Saved by the bell, still undefeated!” She then ran out of the training hall. Hahaha, I’m so going to regret that later. 
 
    Before doing anything else, Lilah headed for her room. Sure, the summons sounded like an emergency, but even the blood lord, or maybe especially the blood lord, would understand that she needed some time to prepare. 
 
    Lilah entered her room and locked the door behind herself. Since being turned into a vampire eighty-three years ago, she spent most of her time locked in the underground citadel. Her time was spent in endless training and learning, and the only times that she left the citadel were during training. The instructors taught her to fight with any weapon in any situation, or at least the situations they could simulate. Her studies revolved around learning various skills, such as knowing how to properly research or how to investigate. Her instructors also covered the skills that required a degree of muscle memory and experience, such as blacksmithing, tracking, or even mending clothing. In contrast, her education did not include much in the way of memorization of facts. Vampires had other, better ways for that. 
 
    Lilah was quite certain that she was amongst the best students in the citadel. She was also on the fast track to joining the most elite unit that the vampires ever had. The instructors were misers when it came to personal praise, but she knew what she was worth, as she got to measure herself against others daily. There were also some official perks. For example, she received the best room out of all the students. 
 
    Her room was twice as big as what she’d seen the others have. The whole floor was carpeted, and she made sure to pick out the fluffier carpets that she liked. There was a large bed on one side, and the bedding was, of course, silk. The bed was quite a useless piece of furniture since vampires did not sleep, but she liked it either way. 
 
    There was an antique wooden table on the other side of the room, with chairs to match. Lilah also had a large wardrobe with a selection of outfits. A large, taller than herself, mirror stood nearby. She also had a display cabinet for all the dishes and glasses she collected. Lilah didn’t have much use for the dishes, but at least the wine glasses came in handy from time to time when she wanted to eat in style. 
 
    Lilah truly believed that she earned everything she had, though she had to begrudgingly admit that there was another much simpler explanation, at least in everyone else’s eyes. The blood lord had a very close human friend. The human in question had a daughter. She was that daughter. In fact, when she was still human, she’d seen the blood lord more than her own father. Now, as a vampire, he was her adoptive father. 
 
    Lilah didn’t like to think of the nepotism involved, but the others inevitably talked, forcing her to work harder than anyone else just to prove herself. She had a sneaking suspicion that this perceived nepotism was exactly why the instructors were always putting her on the spot. They, at least, should have known better. 
 
    In a hurry, Lilah threw a bedsheet over the mirror and started undressing. Then, careful as to not ruin her mood, she quickly covered herself up with a special padded garment that would hide her skeletal appearance. Lilah picked out a hooded dress to wear and immediately donned it. Then she put on some stockings, footwear, some gloves, and a new mask. 
 
    Only after she was completely covered up did Lilah take the bedsheet off the mirror. Looking herself over, she quickly adjusted the padding under the dress until she looked good. Even after more than eighty years of being a vampire, she still could not stand the sight of her body. This, however, was not a rare feeling. Most of the vampires she knew shared it, while others covered up out of courtesy. The blood lord, the oldest living vampire, shared the same feeling. Everyone had to make sacrifices so as to be civilized, even the blood lord. The only ones who got to keep their beauty were the faithless fallen freaks who knew no honor nor obligation. Lilah gnashed her teeth in sudden anger but quickly got a handle on her feelings. She had somewhere to be. 
 
    The hallways of the underground citadel were spacious and brightly lit. Paintings of daytime landscapes lined the corridors. Lilah passed by a human maid dusting the painting frames in one such corridor. Lilah greeted her with a nod, to which the older woman responded with a slight curtsy.  
 
    Lilah ignored the slight pull she felt toward the woman. It was her hunger letting her know that there was food nearby. It wasn’t a strong feeling, but it was a constant reminder. 
 
    The lighting in the corridors was entirely for the human’s benefit. Lilah could see perfectly in complete darkness, while the human would be helpless even if it were only slightly dark. Lighting the underground corridors was not easy. Torches were difficult to maintain and smoked up the place. Oil lamps were dim and required a lot of maintenance, or they would also smoke up the place. 
 
    Fortunately, the Celucia oligarchy exported some of their nonmilitary inventions. They called themselves the Kingdom of Celucia, but everyone knew that the king was just a puppet. The manastone-powered lights that lined the corridor were one of those inventions. Bright and long-lasting. 
 
    Lilah finally made it to the meeting hall. The guards at the entrance did not move as she pushed open the heavy double doors. The meeting hall was spacious, with rows of carved columns holding up the ceiling. The walls were draped over, and a red carpet led from the double doors to the throne in the back of the chamber. Several large crystal chandeliers lighted up the whole place. Like the lights elsewhere, these were also powered by manastones.  
 
    Despite all the finery, the mood in the chamber was bleak. That and there were far too few vampires present for this to be an ordinary unscheduled meeting. In fact, as Lilah finally got a good look, only the blood lord and the ten elders were present. The lord sat on his throne, and the elders were lined up to the sides of the red carpet. 
 
    “Lilah Raelinn, you’re here,” the lord’s voice sounded. “Come stand in front of me.”  
 
    Lilah obeyed, coming close and stopping at the customary distance away, placing her right in between the elders. She was also supposed to kneel at this point, but the lord clearly said “stand,” and she would do just that. Unlike what she expected, the elders did not say anything in protest. 
 
    The elders all looked the same. They all wore the same voluminous robes, as well as plain light grey masks. The blood lord looked much the same as the elders, though his mask was made of bone and was pure white. The mask was the symbol of the blood lord, and nobody else was allowed to use the color.  
 
    Lilah had never seen the blood lord’s face, though she had on occasion caught glimpses of uncovered flesh. This was how she knew for sure that the blood lord had the same body as everyone else and was leading by example. 
 
    One of the elders suddenly walked towards Lilah, holding a red cushion with three items on it. If Lilah’s heart was still beating at this point, she was sure that it would have stopped. The largest item was a plain white bone mask with a red six on it over the mouth. The number was, as custom demanded, written with the lord’s blood. The second item was a white bone medallion. It was plain, round, and had a blood-red six on it. Lastly, there was a ring. It was also white, made of bone, and had a bloody six on the flat top surface. Lilah knew what all of this meant but could not believe it. 
 
    “My lord, I am not worthy,” Lilah said as soon as she could do it without her voice shaking. 
 
    “Are you saying that my decision is wrong?” The blood lord said sharply, a threat in his voice. 
 
    Lilah was scared out of her mind, but a little defiant voice in the back of her head demanded for her to push back. If the blood lord actually wanted her to wear that mask, then she had the right to speak her mind. 
 
    “Yes.” The comeback was much grander inside her mind, but she only managed to croak the one word. 
 
    The blood lord laughed then, loudly. He slapped his knee several times before turning to one of the elders. 
 
    “Look at that! She’s talking to me as if she had already been wearing that mask for years,” he said excitedly. 
 
    “That she does,” the elder agreed. 
 
    Lilah was petrified. My life is over for sure, she thought. If only I didn’t open my stupid mouth. Wait a second, why am I so deathly afraid of him? He’s strict, sure, but he wouldn’t kill me just because I spoke back to him. Oh no, I disagreed with him. I’m definitely going to die. 
 
    “My lord,” Lilah said through gritted teeth. “Could you please stop using your compulsion on me?” 
 
    The blood lord raised his hand, and the feeling of crippling fear rolled back, replaced with the natural healthy dose of respect that she usually had. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” he then said, “it was them. You see, some of the elders thought that you were too soft because you’re relatively young.” He spread his hands wide, gesturing to the elders but not pointing any out. 
 
    “I had the idea of changing things up a bit and letting someone from the younger generation hold the reins,” the lord continued. “They, however, thought that you wouldn’t even be able to handle a simple test of willpower.” 
 
    “So then you are serious, my lord,” Lilah said. “You want me to be a daywalker.” 
 
    “That’s right. Take the mask.” Lilah heard steel in the blood lord’s voice, and it wasn’t a mental compulsion this time. It was real. 
 
    He says that he got the idea of putting someone younger in the position of power? And the elders disagreed? Bullshit, Lilah thought. I thought that I was getting all the extra attention because I was good, or maybe because of nepotism. But what if he had this planned for more than half a century now and was just getting me ready? All that ridiculous overtraining and extra lessons that even the special forces didn’t have to do. It all makes sense. But why? And Why me? 
 
    She had no real choice now, no matter her misgivings. Not that Lilah was against the idea of becoming a daywalker. In fact, the idea was exciting. In fact, she desperately wanted it, though she would never show it. Still, Lilah allowed herself a moment of small defiance. She took her mask off before even reaching for the one that was supposed to replace it and made no effort to hide her face. She knew that the blood lord was uncomfortable at the sight of it. 
 
    Lilah’s face, just like the rest of her body, had a lot in common with that of a dried-up corpse. Her gaunt, dried grey flesh and skin clung tightly to her bones. All sense of the human structure and beauty was lost, leaving behind the horror of someone dead from starvation. 
 
    As ridiculous as it seemed, a vampire could maintain full power on a cup of fresh blood ingested every day. Feeding more than that did nothing to make one stronger, nor did it stave off hunger for longer. One couldn’t feed a lot one time and then wait a month. Feeding too much was simply a waste. Feeding more often just served to reset the timer, which was also wasteful if done too early. Rigorous activity and injury necessitated feeding again sooner, but it was still by a rather small amount unless the injury was truly catastrophic. 
 
    Not feeding enough was a problem if done for too long. After one day, a vampire would start to slowly and barely noticeably lose strength. It added up to about ten percent over a week. The real trouble started after that one-week mark. The vampire would begin to degenerate rapidly, both physically and mentally, and would be dead within another week. Putting it simply, missing a day or three was no big deal, but any more than that was playing with fire. 
 
    The human appearance and beauty a vampire once had were not actually lost forever. All a vampire had to do to regain it was to drain a human dry. To maintain the good looks, a vampire had to completely drain a human every day. There was something special about specifically draining a human dry. It was so special, in fact, that a vampire who did it would feel compelled to do it again. Something about the hunger that the vampire felt fundamentally changed. Going forward, no amount of blood, even from a whole crowd of humans donating it, could satisfy it. 
 
    The fallen vampires were those who gave in and fed on humans indiscriminately. They murdered with every feeding, all to maintain their looks and satisfy the craving. 
 
    Lilah picked up the smooth bone mask with the six on it and fitted it over her face. The mask represented a mountain of risk and responsibility. But it also allowed her to move around freely and hunt the fallen as much as she wanted to. In fact, hunting them was an essential part of her new job. 
 
    Lilah smiled beneath the mask, salivating at the thought, not at all aware that the sudden dark red glow of her eyes drew a smile from the blood lord. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    On Vampire History, authored by the Marak national institute of world history. 
 
      
 
    “Not much is known about the origins of vampires. As far as written records go, vampires seem to have always existed. However, this idea is rendered unlikely by the total absence of artifacts related to them in older archeological discoveries. 
 
      
 
    There are several working theories on where vampires could have come from. The most popular of them is that there was the first vampire. The theory proposes that the vampire in question must have made a pact with some sort of otherworldly power. Of course, no direct evidence for this has been discovered, but the theory does cite the existence of mages as a strong piece of circumstantial evidence. There is, after all, an almost complete consensus in the scholarly community that the first mage had made a similar deal.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah licked her lips as she stood near the gate that would lead her to the surface. The taste of the lord's blood was still strong on her tongue, despite it being hours since she drank it. 
 
    After she accepted the mask, the next part of the ritual required her to partake in the blood lord’s knowledge. A skilled vampire could transfer knowledge through their blood to other vampires, even picking and choosing exactly what would be given. The blood lord was the most skilled and possibly the most knowledgeable of them all.  
 
    Lilah remembered the taste. It was nothing like she’d ever felt before. The blood lord had taken one of his gloves off to reveal a withered hand. He made a small cut in the tough dried flesh of his finger and squeezed out one thick, almost black drop. 
 
    Access to an ocean of knowledge was not actually the most significant thing that happened when she drank that drop of blood. A wave of warmth had swept through her, and her face partially became warm flesh again. Apparently, that was not supposed to happen because both the elders and the blood lord were shocked. The old vampires actually huddled up, aggressively whispering something to each other. Lilah, meanwhile, was enchanted by the feel of her own warm, soft cheeks. Then, to her disappointment and horror, the flesh withered up again, not having lasted even thirty seconds. 
 
    Lilah’s quick return to normalcy greatly reassured the vampire leaders. For a bit, Lilah was afraid that they wouldn’t let her go after what happened, but as it turned out, it wasn’t actually all that uncommon, though she’d never heard of it before.  
 
    Then Lilah found out that the vampire race had been changing for the last few decades, and a growing number of new vampires had a curious ability to gain benefit from drinking vampire blood. It was less beneficial than human blood, but it was still a significant change. Lilah’s case surprised everyone because it was the strongest reaction they had seen yet. That, and she was the oldest vampire to have this ability. As they talked, a few voices demanded that Lilah be forced to stay to be studied, but they were in the minority, and the blood lord shut them up. 
 
    Now, Lilah stood at the gate, a new chapter in her life in front of her. Then, the moment was ruined as Lilah noticed that the two guards at the gate were eyeing her accusingly. They wouldn’t dare to say anything, of course, but she’d been standing there staring into nothing for a few minutes now, and it was making them uncomfortable. 
 
    Moving forward past the two vampire guards, Lilah pushed open the gate, startling the two human guards on the other side. She walked past them, entering a dimly lit chamber with no windows. Lilah quickly oriented herself and spotted the exit. As she headed for the door, one of the human guards called out to her. 
 
    “Please be careful! It’s daytime outside!” He said in a warning. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll be fine!” Lilah absentmindedly raised her hand to wave in acknowledgment at the guards behind her. She opened the door and entered a dimly lit corridor. There was a door on the other end of it, with another two human guards posted. 
 
    The guards at the door saluted her as she opened the door and walked through, entering a smallish room, this one with windows to the outside. She could actually see grass through the windows. The last time Lilah had seen grass was two years ago during training. 
 
    Quickly and impatiently, Lilah walked forward towards the door to the outside. Then, she froze in place, stopping right before she crossed the rays of sunlight that were shooting through one of the windows. 
 
    Lilah had checked herself over before, but she couldn’t help doing it again. She began to quickly pat herself down, checking that the layers of clothing she wore were covering her securely and that she didn’t forget anything important. It would be an embarrassment if she had to go back now, but this was literally a matter of life and death. 
 
    With a shiver, Lilah remembered the most horrible lesson that her instructors had ever made her endure. The lesson that showed her that vampires could feel pain after all. It had been her one-year anniversary of being a vampire. The instructors had stripped her naked and tossed her into the sun. Fortunately, they had instructed her beforehand on what she had to do to survive. And so, before her flesh could melt off of her bones, Lilah had buried herself in the soft ground.  
 
    Later that night, the instructors dug her up. She was still covered in deep sunburns and was completely blind, having been foolish enough in her panic to look up. Sunburns healed even slower than wounds inflicted by silver and hurt way more as well. As a result, she had to spend a whole week sipping on blood and slowly recovering. 
 
    Many young vampires didn’t quite understand the terror that was the sun. She hadn’t either. But after that experience, it was really easy to teach her not to accidentally glance up while outside. 
 
    Currently, Lilah was wearing multiple layers of clothing, enough for a human during the winter. She wore a special cap that covered her head in case her hood slipped off. Over everything, she wore a thick cloak. Her outer clothing was mostly dark green, and the cloak was brown. The only problem was that it was currently summertime. Clothed the way she was, she would stand out in any crowd. 
 
    Lilah had practically no armor on. Between the layers of clothing, she wore a light mail. Not all that useful defensively against the types of enemies that might manage to hit her, but it would help against her clothing being cut through and exposing her to the sun. Her pants, likewise in an attempt to make them cut-resistant, had a mesh of very thin wire sown into it.  
 
    On her left side, hidden under the cloak, hung a smallish crossbow and a quiver of bolts. Nearby hung a small but thick buckler. On her right side, Lilah wore a hefty short sword. It was overweight for what would be practical for a human but not nearly to the degree of the usual vampire battlefield weapons. 
 
    Speaking of heavy weapons, Lilah also carried a large two-handed sword. She wore it on her back, with only the hilt protruding over her shoulder, with the rest covered up by the cloak. It wasn’t actually practical to draw the sword in a hurry due to how she set it up, but that’s why she had the short sword. The large weapon was for when she wanted a serious fight. 
 
    Everything was in place. Finally ready, Lilah stood straight. She was about to take her first step into the light when she heard a quiet snigger from behind her. Cursing herself for her inattentiveness, Lilah spun around. 
 
    A table stood in the corner of the room, where four soldiers were sitting quietly, cards in their hands. They wore breastplates and mail, and their helmets were on the table next to them. Four spears were leaning against the wall nearby. 
 
    Upon seeing the white mask with a six on it, the soldiers threw their cards on the table and hurriedly stood up, saluting. Lilah smirked. Apparently, the soldiers got to relax here during the day since nobody usually came through. Leaving the men to wonder if they would be punished, Lilah turned back towards the door and, without further hesitation, walked through it into the oppressive sunlight. 
 
    Once outside, Lilah immediately turned off the paved path and walked on the short, neat grass toward a flower garden. The closest flowers were all close to the ground, and there were at least a dozen different kinds. Lilah resisted, just barely, the urge to get on her knees and bury her face in the blooms, settling on admiring them from a longer distance. 
 
    “I’m glad that you like my flower patch,” an older man said, approaching from behind. “All the vampires that pass through here tend to wander off to look at it. Maybe I should get a path paved for them?” 
 
    Lilah turned around to regard the man. He seemed to be a gardener, judging by his grass-stained clothing. 
 
    “Don’t,” she answered. “I can assure you that they all enjoy walking on the grass.” 
 
    “A daywalker,” the gardener’s eyes widened as he saw the mask. “It is an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Lilah said. “Your flowers are beautiful. Sadly, I can’t stand here and look at them all day, even though I want to. I need to go see the King Regent. If you would excuse me?” 
 
    The man offered a short bow, and Lilah hurried back onto the path. It was time to meet the king of Edkar. The exit she’d taken from the underground citadel was located right by the castle in the kingdom's capital city. The city’s name was Edkar, which was where the kingdom’s name came from. 
 
    It was a large city, housing just over half a million people. It was subdivided into several districts, but the main regions that mattered at the moment were the outer city, the inner city, and the king’s castle in the middle. Each section had its own set of walls. Lilah was currently inside the walls that kept the rest of the city out of the royalty’s doorstep. In fact, the vampire citadel was roughly under the castle the human king lived in. Or king regent, which was his official title. After all, the blood lord was the actual ruler of the kingdom. 
 
    Since time immemorial, vampires have ruled this piece of land, living together with the humans. The human government ruled in the daylight, taking care of the trivial day-to-day problems. The vampires stayed in the darkness, providing most of the military might that kept the other countries at bay. 
 
    The king regent had direct contact with the blood lord, effectively ruling together. While the vampires primarily concerned themselves with external threats, the king provided for internal security. There was one exception, however. The daywalkers. 
 
    It was now Lilah’s duty to travel the kingdom during the day. To stay amongst the humans and to solve their problems for them. To keep them safe from their fellow man, the monsters, foreign threats, and especially the fallen vampires. She had to uphold the laws of the land, both human and vampire, and she had almost unlimited authority for that purpose. In fact, she only answered to the blood lord. Even the vampire elders had no right to command her now. Technically, the human king was still ranked higher than she was, but she didn’t have to answer to him. 
 
    Which was why her sudden appointment to such a high position was odd, to say the least. Lilah didn’t doubt that she had the training to do the job, but training could not completely substitute for experience. The other daywalkers she’d read about had the same training and many human lifetimes worth of experience before they were entrusted with the job. 
 
    I can do it. Lilah pumped herself up as she approached her destination. I want to do it, and I can do it. Still, though. If it wasn’t for the personal connection, would I have even been considered for the position? Let’s not forget that I was being groomed for it for the past half-century at least. All I can do is my best, but still, what’s going on? 
 
    Lilah walked up to the entrance leading inside the castle, nobody stopping her along the way. 
 
    “I need to speak to the King Regent,” Lilah addressed the guards at the entrance. She was quickly seated inside by servants. Her medallion and ring were both checked, and within a few minutes, a servant arrived to lead her to the king. Lilah walked through the lavish halls, taking in the sights as she was led to the king’s private office. There, she was let inside, ending up alone with the king. 
 
    An older man was seated inside, and his eyebrows shot all the way up when he saw her. 
 
    “You are not number six,” he said accusingly. 
 
    The king was getting old now, sixty-eight years of age. His hair and short beard have long since grayed. The man was once of great stature, but he’d put on weight during the last few years. He was still a good king, though, respected by his subjects for the most part. 
 
    “Greetings, your majesty,” Lilah said. “I regret to have to inform you that the number six you know died three days ago. I am his replacement, Lilah Raelinn, though you may call me number six if that is what you’re used to.” 
 
    The king cursed unintelligibly under his breath. All Lilah managed to make out was, “and I liked him too.” 
 
    “I apologize,” the king said finally. “I’m King Regent Edgar the Third, though I’m sure that you already know that. So? How did it happen?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “All we know is that he died around noon three days ago.” 
 
    “Well, I refuse to believe that it could have been some kind of a freak daytime accident,” Edgar snarled. “Six… it's a shame that I never knew his real name. Six was an expert. He was reliable. He’d been a daywalker since the time of my grandfather. Do you think it was the mages? He has been working near their territory lately.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lilah shrugged. “If we assume that he was killed, the most likely suspects would be either the mages or the fallen. That or a particularly powerful monster got lucky. Or maybe the engineers at Celusia finally figured out an easy way to take us out.” 
 
    “Ha,” the king laughed. “If they had something like that, then they would be invading with an army by now. But you’re right. Anything is possible.” 
 
    “Without any facts, guessing is useless,” Lilah nodded in agreement. “Which is why, besides the normal duties of a daywalker, I was tasked with investigating this death. Your majesty, you have some documents here that might be able to help me. Will you allow me to view them?” 
 
    “Of course, anything within my power is at your disposal,” Edgar said. He then started going through the rolled-up papers cluttering the large work desk that stood in the middle of his office. “You must mean this.” He finally said, finding the right roll. He cleared out a space on the desk and unrolled the paper, revealing a map. 
 
    “This here is the last known location of number six,” The king said, pointing at the map. “This map is three weeks old, though. 
 
    Lilah walked up to the table and carefully studied the map. It showed the whole kingdom of Edkar and the closest territories belonging to the neighboring nations. The vampire-controlled kingdom was landlocked and surrounded by four other countries, the smallest of which was almost twice as large as it was.  
 
    The human kingdom of Celusia lay to the south. To the west was the mage kingdom of Aclax. To the east lay the United Tribes of Kas, a territory controlled by centaurs. To the north was the largest country on the continent by quite a large margin, Marak. It was the orc territory. Thankfully it was also currently the friendliest country on the continent, and Edkar had better relations with them than with any of its other neighbors. However, military help from Marak was out of the question, so the friendship was only of the economic kind. 
 
    The information of interest marked on this particular map was the last known locations of all of the nine daywalkers. Two were near the northern border. Two were in the east, and two were in the south. Two were roughly in the center area. Only one daywalker, the former number six, was near the western border with the mage kingdom of Aclax. 
 
    Having memorized the map, Lilah turned her attention back to the king and noticed that he was still looking at the map with concern. 
 
    “Is something wrong, your majesty?” She asked. 
 
    “My memory is not what it used to be,” the king started. “It says here that Six was last spotted in Glam, which is in the southwestern corner of the country. But I swear that the last report placed him at Grasron, which is north along the western border. That was what, about four months ago? And I think that the report before that one said that he was in Glam. So then why would he start in Glam, go north, and then turn around and go back south?” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “You’re right. That is weird. That is unless he was investigating something which led him back south. Thank you, your majesty. This is worth looking into.” 
 
    “Just catch his killers,” Edgar the Third responded grimly. 
 
    “Your majesty, before I go, may I see the archives where the past maps are stored as well as the relevant documentation?” Lilah asked. “It’s not that….” 
 
    “No need for excuses,” the king interrupted her. “I also want to double-check if my memory is correct. Follow me.” 
 
    The pair left the office and headed for the library. Out of the four guards that were outside the door, two followed them to escort the king. 
 
    The library was large, with tall shelves of books as far as the eye could see in the clutter of the organized madness that ruled there. The king quickly found the librarian, who in turn found the archivist. The archivist was a professional. Within minutes, a gaggle of assistants gathered a pile of all the relevant documents.  
 
    In conclusion, the king’s memory did not fail him. The maps themselves were of local production, so Lilah checked over all of the documentation sent from the reporting cities. She read the documents thoroughly, checking signatures, stamps, and seals with the ones from the older documents as well as what the knowledge given to her by the blood lord said. Everything was in order. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, your majesty,” Lilah said after they left the library. “It seems that I need to go to Glam next to figure out what Six was doing there and where he headed to afterward.” 
 
    Lilah tried to excuse herself, but the King wasn’t ready to let her leave just yet. 
 
    “Lilah, was it? Please stay for another moment,” Edgar insisted. “Let’s face it. The next time that you come to the capital, you might not be dealing with me anymore. I want you to at least meet my son before you leave.” 
 
    They didn’t have to wait for long. Lilah spotted the prince coming down the hallway within the minute. Ralph Grayhound, forty-one years of age. His short beard and hair were already halfway gray. Besides being the crown prince, the man also served as the kingdom’s spymaster. 
 
    “Greetings, your highness,” Lilah said, extending a gloved hand forward. “I’m Lilah Rielinn, the sixth daywalker.” 
 
    The prince, who was already looking at her suspiciously, now had a shocked look on his face. 
 
    He shook her hand anyway. “Ralph Grayhound. If you’re the sixth, then it must mean that….” 
 
    “He died three days ago,” Lilah finished the sentence. 
 
    The shock on the prince's face was suddenly replaced with an unreadable expression. His head tilted to the side curiously. 
 
    “Do you know that for sure?” He asked. 
 
    “Yes, your highness, his death was around noon three days ago,” Lilah replied. 
 
    “That doesn’t add up….” The prince said thoughtfully. He then looked around and examined the guards around them. Apparently deciding that they were the trustworthy sort, he continued. 
 
    “Father, I actually have something to report, and the daywalker should hear it too. There was a bit of a commotion in Aclax. My people say that two days ago, an influential mage was killed near the border. There is very little information about it, but rumors are already circulating that it was done by a vampire. Now, if it had all happened at the same time, I would be inclined to think that Six might have done it, but since it was not….” 
 
    “A setup,” Lilah said, her red eyes developing a hint of a glow. 
 
    “Damn them, whoever they are,” the king muttered. 
 
    “That’s right, a setup is the first thing that springs to mind,” the prince continued. “Maybe a somewhat botched one since the two didn’t die at the same time. On the other hand, the mages will have no reason to believe us when we say otherwise. The news of the old six’s death will spread like wildfire, and I’m sure that Aclax spies will be reporting it in very soon.” 
 
    “Do you think that it will lead to an armed conflict?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “No,” the king chimed in. “It might worsen relations, but no.” 
 
    “Your highness,” Lilah said. “I will be departing to Glam to check in on Six’s last documented location. The information is fairly old, however, and I’m just one vampire. Could you please instruct your people to look out for any information regarding more recent sightings?” 
 
    “Of course,” the prince readily agreed. “You will be contacted if we find anything.” 
 
    After that, Lilah finally managed to excuse herself and leave the castle. Outside, in the sun, she thought back to the conversation with the prince and smiled. I like him. He seems fairly competent. Handsome too. 
 
    The thought made Lilah grimace. Unfortunately, any relations with anyone were out of the question, and not even only because of what her body looked like. She had a job to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    On Mage History, authored by the Marak national institute of world history. 
 
      
 
    “The mage’s rise to power happened relatively recently in history. It can be traced directly to one originating family of ordinary humans. Since mages are the only ones who are close to being capable of individually matching up against vampires, they quickly took over the local governing body and formed the kingdom of Aclax. 
 
      
 
    The mages' rapid rise to power shook the world, even prompting the last in our history serious debate on ending the demilitarization of Marak. Fortunately, the mage leadership did not show any desire for world domination. They also quickly decided that an extremely tight grip on the proliferation of their powers throughout the human population was necessary. After all, mages come from humans, and any progeny they sired with other humans would invariably be born as mages. As a result of tight control, the mage population has remained almost constant throughout history, and above all, every mage belonged to the Aclax kingdom. No matter the cost. 
 
      
 
    Aclax’s continued insistence that every mage belongs to them and their extremely violent reaction to any rogue mages is regarded by many as the height of hypocrisy. Aclax is, after all, sheltering a group of ‘fallen’ vampires and refuses to hand them over despite the continued insistence and pleas from the Kingdom of Edkar.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah left the castle and entered the inner city. It was the rich part of the capital, with beautiful stone architecture. The castle area’s gates opened up into a large plaza, and Lilah could at least see the fountains. She, however, found it impossible to appreciate the architecture since carelessly looking up was out of the question.  
 
    Looking around, Lilah spotted the side of the plaza where the buildings were throwing shade into it and hurried in that direction. Everyone around her was richly dressed, but nobody complained as they got out of her way. 
 
    Finally standing in the shade, Lilah looked around, taking in the sights. She was staring at the beautiful blue sky when she felt someone move close to her. 
 
    “Daywalker?” A tired hesitant voice asked. Lilah turned to the source and found that it was a richly dressed woman talking to her. Despite the fine clothing, however, the woman looked haggard. It was obvious that she hadn’t slept in a while and was stressed beyond belief. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Lilah asked, excited. This was her first job as a daywalker! 
 
    “Please, you see, my little boy is dying,” the woman started. “Our doctor said that it’s incurable, and now he says that my boy has a few days left at most. He couldn’t even wake my boy up for the last three days, no matter what he tried. I can’t even say goodbye,” the woman started crying but continued between sobs. “He said that he could ask about making my boy a vampire a week ago, but I wouldn’t accept it. I hoped…” The woman caught herself, perhaps remembering who she was talking to. “But now that I’m ready to do it, that man refuses to listen to me. Please, please save my boy. Make him one of you.” 
 
    Lilah cursed internally. “I’m sorry, but I can not do it. Your son must agree to it willingly, and if he can’t wake up, it’s impossible.” 
 
    “No! Please, you have to help him,” the woman begged even harder. “I’m sorry, please. He would agree to it. You’ll see. He would…” 
 
    “You’re misunderstanding me,” Lilah interrupted the woman. “I am not refusing you because of some arbitrary made-up rule. He has to agree of his own free will, or the process will simply not work. If you described your son’s state correctly, it is impossible to turn him into a vampire at this point. It’s too late.” 
 
    That, finally, broke the woman, and she simply stood there crying. Feeling awkward and having lost any desire to admire the city, Lilah decided it was time to go. Leaving the crying woman behind, Lilah headed to where the portal was. 
 
    Having exited the nobles' district, Lilah found the portal at the edge of the merchant’s district. The portal had its own large open area in the city. Its structure consisted of a giant, two stories tall, flat slab of granite and a semicircle of carved obsidian columns in front of it. The granite slab had mage text carved into it, and so did the columns. The setup was expensive and time-consuming, and only the large cities could afford the luxury of a portal. 
 
    The portals were the main export of the mage kingdom of Aclax. They charged to build them, and they charged for their use and maintenance. As a result, Aclax was one of the wealthiest countries on the continent. 
 
    Lilah spotted the mage operating the portal and approached her. She was a tall young woman with her right cheek covered in a column of unknown black text. All mages had this naturally occurring writing in that same place. The more of it, the more dangerous the mage. Nobody knew what the words said, not even the mages themselves, and every single mage’s mark seemed to say something different.  
 
    The portal operator’s text started right under her eye and ended at the curve of her lips. A relatively minor mage, all things considered. It was the ones whose marking ran all the way down their necks that you had to be afraid of. 
 
    “Excuse me, I need to get to get to Glam, Edkar kingdom,” Lilah said to the mage. The young woman was, at that moment, writing something on a notepad with a pencil. 
 
    “Your next window will be in about six hours,” the mage replied instantly, showing how highly competent she was. Infuriatingly, all mages tended to be like that, at least when they bothered to put their minds to what they were doing. 
 
    The mage glanced up, finally noticing who she was talking to. She then continued matter of factly. “Do you want to skip the queue?” 
 
    The portals connected to specific cities according to a schedule, but being a daywalker had its perks. The traffic was swiftly stopped, causing some grumbling amongst the merchants that were passing through at that moment. The receiving city was contacted magically and was instructed to also cut its current portal connection. The portal operators were very good. Within a minute, the portal was ready for Lilah. 
 
    Lilah watched the process with envy. The mages were not just the only ones who had portals. They were also the only ones who had instant long-distance communication. And while they provided the use of portals to anyone who could pay, they kept their means of communication closely guarded and did not share them with anyone. This was mainly because it would require allowing mages to work directly for other kingdoms, which was something that Aclax did not allow. 
 
    The giant granite slab of the portal now looked like a mirror, and Lilah walked into her own reflection. On the receiving end, Lilah popped out of the mirror and was quickly grabbed by the mage there. He, unconcerned with who or what he was manhandling, dragged her outside the obsidian pillars and then hurried back to fix the mess she caused with his schedule. All without even saying a word. 
 
    Lilah stared at the man’s back for a few seconds before bursting out in a giggle. I didn’t actually believe it when they said that mages tended to be like this. Lilah remembered her instructor’s words. But maybe it’s true. As they say, ‘mages don’t give a shit.’ 
 
    Similarly as in the capital, the portal was right next to the area where all the trading happened. Lilah quickly oriented herself and headed for the local duke’s residence, the castle in the middle of the city. 
 
    It wasn’t far, but the sun was in front of her most of the way, so Lilah was stuck looking down at the road ahead and didn’t get to sightsee. All the guards in her way let her through instantly, and soon she was in a spacious guestroom, comfortably seated at a table and talking to the duke. 
 
    Following the same script as the king, the duke was at first surprised to see a different vampire wearing the sixth mask. He was even more surprised when Lilah asked him what the Sixth was doing in the city almost four weeks ago. 
 
    “I personally saw a report from Glam,” Lilah said, frowning. “It was in the king’s archive. It had your signature and seal on it. They looked authentic.” 
 
    The duke still shook his head in a negative. “No, the last time he was here was over six months ago.” 
 
    Lilah sat there for a bit, watching the duke and thinking. The documentation was definitely authentic, or as authentic as it got, but she couldn’t accuse the duke of anything just yet. Well, she could, but that wouldn’t be proper. Besides, the duke was far from the only one who handled the paperwork and had access to the seals. His signature could have easily been forged if one had access to real examples, or he might have just not been paying attention to what he was signing and… 
 
    The duke suddenly hit the table with his fist. “I know what happened.” 
 
    As it turned out, three weeks ago, one of the scribes that handled paperwork died. He fell off his horse and broke his neck. No one thought anything of it, and the man was long since buried. 
 
    “Does he have relatives? Close friends? I need to talk to them,” Lilah asked. 
 
    Neither Lilah nor the Duke wasted any time and started investigating immediately. The first person who was called in for questioning was the head scribe, and the news he shared put a nail in the coffin of Lilah’s hopes of finding out anything useful. 
 
    “Your grace?” The scribe stated. “I’m surprised that you haven’t heard of this. There was a break-in at his house, and all of his family were killed. It was a tragedy. The thugs that did it were caught redhanded and were hung.” 
 
    Lilah got up from where she was sitting to stand by a window and look out over the city. There was nothing left for her here. Whoever the enemy was, they destroyed any leads they might have left behind. 
 
    “Your grace, I have a request.” Everyone knew that the daywalker was just being polite. It was an order. “Please detail everything you now know and send a letter to the King Regent as soon as possible. Other than that, please investigate the scribe’s and his family’s death, as well as the execution of the criminals. Please also look for any further discrepancies in the paperwork, especially in everything that the scribe in question had touched. If you find something, address the findings to Prince Ralph. Meanwhile, I need to check another place of interest.”  
 
    Lilah excused herself and practically ran back to the portal. The mage looked annoyed but teleported her to Grasron anyway. There, Lilah barged in on yet another duke, demanding information. 
 
    The high-ranking noble looked like he would have a heart attack at any moment but calmed down somewhat when he realized that the inquisition was not actually out for him. He confirmed that the previous Six was in Grasron four months ago. He also confirmed that the daywalker left heading north and was later spotted in a couple of nearby villages. Besides that, however, there was nothing the duke could tell her. The previous daywalker did not do or say anything out of the ordinary, nor did he mention working on anything specific. 
 
    Lilah left the duke’s castle in defeat. There was nothing else to look at. So far, what happened remained a complete mystery. There were some facts to think about, however. 
 
    The previous Six left Grasron four months ago and had not been spotted in a major city since. Lilah visualized the kingdom’s map, placing the cities that would have reported the daywalker’s movements on it. After a moment, she sighed with disappointment. If the Sixth had continued to travel north near the border, then there would not be any such cities in his path. 
 
    Lilah considered leaving Grasron and trying to retrace the previous daywalker’s footsteps. No, I can’t do that, she decided. I would just be chasing four months old rumors. Besides, I’ll be neglecting my other duties as a daywalker. After a moment, she decided on her course of action. It seems like I have to give up on this investigation for the moment. Hopefully, the Grayhound’s spies will have better luck. I will leave for Ordor, the most northwestern major city. From there, I will head south, performing my daywalker duties as usual and looking for rumors of the previous Sixth. He went north, so I’ll aim to meet his path in the middle. 
 
    Lilah considered skipping the portal queue again but decided against it. This time she could wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    On Centaur History, authored by the Marak national institute of world history. 
 
      
 
    “Since the beginning of known history, centaurs have preferred a more nomadic lifestyle than the other races. Perhaps due to this, they suffered the least due to orcish raids. They had no cities to defend, and they could not be caught. However, they have always been a proud race and held their grudges close to heart.  
 
      
 
    Shortly after Marak was formed, centaurs established their own official nation, the United Tribes of Kas. This nation was created by a famous warlord, Kas, who managed to unite most of the centaur clans by diplomacy and force. 
 
      
 
    With the united might of centaurs behind him, Kas turned his attention to the newly formed and demilitarized Marak, claiming to seek revenge for the centuries of harassment suffered at the orcs’ hands. This did not sit well with the other neighboring nations, who were all enjoying newfound peace. Before Kas could begin his campaign, he and his tribe were slaughtered by an elite unit of vampire special forces who somehow infiltrated the centaur territory completely unnoticed. To this day, it is unknown how the assassins got there nor how they left afterward. 
 
      
 
    Surprising everyone, United Tribed of Kas did not collapse and instead continued as a mostly peaceful nation.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah left Ordor at midnight, which suited her just fine. She had used the last hours of daylight to find a detailed map of the Ordor region that she could buy, as well as to ask around about the Sixth. There was no news about the daywalker in question, and finding the map was easier said than done. Ultimately, she was forced to visit the local duke’s castle and ask for one. 
 
    After looking at the map, Lilah changed her plans a little. Vampires, as a race, congregated in cities. Large cities usually had plenty of vampires for any task that needed them. Smallish towns of ten thousand people or so had maybe one or two vampires. Small villages? Those could go years without seeing an ordinary vampire. This was where the daywalkers came in. While she was sure that she could find plenty to do in a town or a city, it was the isolated villages that Lilah needed to focus on. 
 
    On the map, Lilah picked out four such villages that she wanted to visit. The Ordor region bordered both Kingdom of Aclax as well as Marak. The three nations' borders intersected inside a large forest northwest of Ordor. There, Lilah spotted four small villages that were relatively far from everything. They were located some distance into the forest and were probably mainly surviving on hunting and selling fur, as well as the occasional monster bits. 
 
    Lilah planned out a route that first took her north. Then, while leading from village to village, it hooked down south to where she initially planned to go. 
 
    The night air felt pleasant, and Lilah leisurely walked towards her next destination, a small town called Fayfair. By her calculations, she would have to travel all of the next day and would reach her destination on the following morning. Of course, Lilah could speed up, but that would mean arriving at night unless she ran at full speed, and she did not want to do either. She could run faster than a horse, but doing so would lead her to miss everything interesting along the way. 
 
    Speaking of interesting, there were a ton of living things all around her. The terrain Lilah was traversing was mostly flat and almost completely covered in wheat fields separated one from another by thin lines of planted trees. Without the sun, the earth was cooling off, allowing Lilah to more clearly see all the small hot spots going around their business. As she walked, a larger heat blob gathered her attention, and with her perfect night vision, she spotted a fox stalking field mice. 
 
    Looking around with new interest, Lilah watched the various animals live. There was another fox, some kind of a jackal, a small pack of deer, and an owl flying above. Then, nearby, she spotted a small pack of wild dogs noisily ripping apart a human body. Immediately, Lilah turned off the road. The dogs backed away slowly, snarling at Lilah. She, in turn, took off her mask and bared her fangs at them. The dogs scattered. 
 
    The corpse was a sorry sight, with the dogs having already eaten half of it. What was left of the clothing indicated that it was a peasant, but with the body and head so mutilated, the chances of someone being able to identify him were close to zero. The only thing of value she was able to tell was that the man was quite advanced in years. Lilah could not tell what the man died from, but the corpse was fairly fresh, probably dead for less than a day. 
 
    The man didn’t die by the road. The tracks indicated that he was dragged there by the dogs. Lilah backtracked deeper into the wheat field, eventually finding the exact spot where the man died. Unfortunately, she saw nothing in the area but animal tracks. 
 
    Two investigations, zero results, Lilah thought. Not a good start. 
 
    Lilah went over to the nearest treeline and broke off a couple of big branches from one of the trees. Then, she marked the spots where the death took place and where she found the body. Then, careful not to get too dirty, she gathered up the corpse and headed back to the road. 
 
    Looking around, Lilah spotted a small group of about seven farmhouses huddled together some distance away. There were no lights on, but the houses looked well maintained and were probably inhabited. She couldn’t just leave the body for animals to feed on, so there was only one thing left to do. 
 
    Lilah left the corpse on the road just outside the small hamlet, approached the closest house, and knocked loudly. 
 
    “Who’s there?” After a long moment, a man demanded from behind the door. 
 
    “I apologize for interrupting your sleep,” Lilah said. “I’m a daywalker. I’m here because I need help.” 
 
    “A daywalker? What?” There was fumbling on the other side, and then a man opened the door, holding an oil lamp in front of him. His eyes widened when he saw Lilah, apparently only now registering who was outside his door. 
 
    “Lord daywalker! Did you say that you need help? Did something happen?” The man exploded in questions. A woman walked up to the door from further inside the house, joining him. 
 
    “My good man, I was traveling down the nearby road when I spotted a human corpse being ripped apart by wild dogs,” Lilah informed him. “Is there anyone missing from your hamlet?” She then led the two towards the body. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” the farmer said. Then the corpse finally became visible in the lamplight, and both the man and woman recoiled. 
 
    “They got him good, didn’t they!” The man exclaimed. “We need to wake everyone up.” 
 
    The pair of humans then ran from house to house, yelling for everyone to wake up. The startled farmers gathered outside armed with cudgels and axes; one of them even had a sword. Fortunately, they lowered their weapons upon spotting Lilah, and soon they were all crowding around her and the dead body. 
 
    As the crowd clamored, one woman suddenly yelled out over the others. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker, I think I know who it might be!” Everyone shut up, and she continued. “Old Malcolm from the nearby hamlet had gone missing yesterday. Folks from over there had come around to ask if we had seen him.” 
 
    The crowd hummed in agreement. 
 
    “So then, do you all think that there was no foul play involved?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “It was bound to end like this eventually,” one man said. 
 
    “Old Malcolm started losing his mind, Lord Daywalker,” the woman continued. “He would get up at night to go for walks, and then people would find him in the fields. He often forgot where he was or who other people were, even his own family.” 
 
    “Well then, good people, can I leave this matter in your hands?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The crowd clamored in agreement. 
 
    “I can keep him in my shed for the night,” one man spoke up. “We’ll take him to his family come daybreak.” 
 
    “I know that it is not daytime, but since I am here, is there anything I can help with?” Lilah asked. “Or do you know anyone nearby who needs it?”  
 
    The humans were assuring her that they were well taken care of when one man exclaimed, “Bandits!” Then the tome of conversation instantly shifted. 
 
    “We heard rumors that there are bandits on one of the roads out of Fayfair,” someone finally explained. “Some travelers talked about it yesterday.” 
 
    After assuring the farmers that she would look into it, Lilah left the hamlet and walked back to the road leading to Fayfair. If some bandits attacked her on the road, it would save her the time of looking for them. That, of course, was wishful thinking. Either way, her source was just rumors. It was possible that the problem had already been taken care of. A town like Fayfair would have at least one resident vampire of its own, after all.  
 
    Lilah walked through the whole night and the dawn. Early in the morning, a group of farmers heading to Fayfair offered her a ride in the back of one of their wagons. Seeing that she would be far enough from the horses for them to tolerate her, Lilah accepted and hitched a ride in the last wagon. Animals were rather skittish around vampires, and it was, for example, impossible to train a horse to allow a vampire to ride it.  
 
    Riding in the wagon turned out more boring than walking for Lilah, and she reached Fayfair in the early evening, which somewhat changed her plans. Still, it would have been rude to turn down the farmer’s kindness. Plus, she did enjoy the good attention. 
 
    Fayfair was a smallish town with about nine thousand people in it. It was not quite on the edge of the forest that Lilah was heading to, with the mass of trees barely visible on the horizon. Nevertheless, the whole town was built out of wood, with mostly one and two story structures. A wooden wall surrounded the town, but it was mostly symbolic in nature, meant to keep out wild animals and the occasional monster from the forest rather than to stand against armies. 
 
    Lilah got off at the gate and thanked the farmers, who headed into the town. She, on the other hand, approached the two guardsmen at the gate. The two men were fairly well outfitted for being in a small town, both wearing breastplates and mail. 
 
    “Welcome to Fayfair, Lord Daywalker,” the guardsmen said almost in unison.  
 
    “Good evening, guardsmen,” Lilah said. “How goes your watch?” 
 
    “Everything is quiet, Lord Daywalker,” said the older of the pair. “Are you here to visit the town officially?” 
 
    “I’m heading into the woods to visit the villages there,” Lilah answered. “But if my help is needed here, then I will stay.” 
 
    “No, mam, we don’t have any emergencies that I know of,” the older guard said. “I’m sure you can find minor things if you look, but we can take care of ourselves. The folk in the forest need you more than we do, what with the last merchant heading that way being killed by bandits and all.” 
 
    “Have the bandits been dealt with?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, mam,” the guard shook his head. “Our resident vampire went out to find them, but that was two days ago. Not enough time to panic yet, but….” 
 
    “He probably just didn’t find them yet,” the younger guard chimed in. 
 
    “Do you two know where this attack on the merchant happened?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The two looked at each other, but it seemed that neither knew any of the details. Lilah, feeling that the matter needed more looking into, Lilah asked for directions to the town’s tavern and headed there. 
 
    When Lilah entered the drinking hall, everyone quieted down. At this time of the day, the place was packed. Not missing a beat, Lilah walked halfway to the bar and flicked a coin to the bartender. 
 
    “The drinks are on me tonight!” She exclaimed. 
 
    The tavern exploded with noise, and the patrons started chanting, “Daywalker! Daywalker!” 
 
    Happy with the result, Lilah examined the partons. There were all sorts here, mostly locals but with quite a few obvious travelers. Having picked out her target, Lilah made her way toward a table. It was occupied by what she judged to be three merchants, the perfect sort of people to gossip with. 
 
    Lilah grabbed a free chair from the bar and pulled it up to the table. 
 
    “Mind if I join you, gentleman?” she asked. The men quickly made room for her and invited her to sit with them. One of them was a fit older man with a rather large scar on his face. One was middle-aged and quite fat. The last seemed like the most junior member of the group, a younger man with blond hair. All of them were already a little drunk. Lilah pulled the two-hander off her back, leaned it against the table, and joined the men. 
 
    “That was quite a nice gesture, Lord Daywalker,” the fat man said. “You sure do know how to make an entrance.” 
 
    “Bah, we’re the ones who should be buying Lady Daywalker her drinks.” said the younger man. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” the older scarred man chimed in. “He’s young and stupid, doesn’t even know that vampires don’t drink beer. But if the Daywalker wants some blood, I volunteer.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lilah said. “I haven’t had any in a few days now.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that!” The fat man exclaimed. “You need to keep your strength up.” 
 
    The older man moved his chair closer to Lilah, turned his back to her, and exposed his neck. Lilah lifted up her mask just enough and carefully bit in. They stayed like that for a long moment while the other two watched silently. Then, Lilah licked the wound with her now fleshy wet tongue and withdrew. Her saliva immediately stopped the bleeding, and the man wouldn’t even have a scar by morning. 
 
    “See, just like that,” the younger man commented. “Our resident vampire would drink blood and then drink beer right away,” all three men looked at Lilah expectantly. 
 
    “It’s possible,” she said after a moment, her voice sounding slightly different. “Fresh blood would rejuvenate the inside of his mouth, and he would be able to taste beer for half a minute or so. But that seems like a wasteful use of blood.” 
 
    The newly rejuvenated tongue also made it difficult to talk the way that she was used to. It took training to learn to speak without slurring as a vampire and even more to be able to switch at will. 
 
    The younger man smirked. “He’s the only vampire I’ve ever heard of that has to pay to get fed. And then he would get handsy with the barmaids too.” 
 
    That raised Lilah’s nonexistent eyebrow. For a vampire to have to pay to get blood meant that he was universally hated in the town. The more Lilah heard about this particular vampire, the more she wanted to meet him. 
 
    The two other humans at the table were also shocked at what the younger man said.  
 
    “That’s right, I saw it myself,” he confirmed. He then leaned in conspiratorially. “They say that he’s here as punishment.” 
 
    Now Lilah very much wanted to meet the night lord in charge of Ordor. They would have been in charge of this assignment. 
 
    “I heard that your vampire went out to deal with some bandits,” Lilah steered the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, mam,” the younger man confirmed it. “That was two days ago.” 
 
    “It’s bad business, Lord Daywalker,” the fat man spoke up. “The merchant that the bandits attacked was a friend of mine. He was taking a caravan, about fifteen people, to go visit the villages in the forest. Some travelers found him dead on the road just inside the forest, with an arrow in his chest. There were two other dead bodies, but all the others, along with all their cargo, were missing. Bandits for sure.” 
 
    “The smart thing to do would be to strike once and then relocate far away,” the older, scarred man spoke up. “Maybe that’s why the vampire is taking so long? He’s trying to track them down.” 
 
    “Smart? Ha!” The fat man waved him off. “If they were smart, then they would have never done something like this in Edkar. I bet those lowlifes are from Aclax. The mages there don’t particularly care about bandits unless they are personally bothered. So when I trade there, I don’t feel safe going to the outhouse without ten guards watching me. Let's not even speak about traveling on the road.” 
 
    “So where exactly did this bandit attack happen?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The fat merchant turned out quite knowledgeable on the matter and eagerly shared everything he knew with Lilah. 
 
    The group continued to gossip about this and that as the evening progressed. Eventually, it got late enough, and the merchants excused themselves. While the younger man was a local merchant, the other two were travelers and needed to get up early to leave the town. 
 
    Having enjoyed the whole thing quite a bit, Lilah was sad to see them go. As things stood, she probably would not get a chance to see these particular humans for years to come. 
 
    Feeling at home in the dark, Lilah left Fayfair at midnight, heading down the road towards the forest. This time, instead of a leisurely stroll, she sprinted. It was unlikely that she would be able to help the vampire. If he got into trouble, then he was probably dead by now. Still, there were the missing people from the trading caravan. Maybe she could save them. 
 
    Lilah quickly covered the distance to the edge of the forest and continued to run along the forest road. Soon, she found the spot where the bandits had sprung their attack. Just like the merchant had said, there was a pile of smashed-up carts at the side of the road. 
 
    Following the bandits to their camp turned out to be trivial. They actually chopped a path for themselves through the undergrowth. Marveling at the sheer arrogance, Lilah came upon a small ravine where the bandits started building what looked like a permanent camp. There was one structure already constructed, along with two that were only halfway started. There were also about fifteen tents in the area. 
 
    It looked like the industrious bandits would never build anything again. The ground between the tents was littered with bodies. They were about two days old, and judging by the catastrophic wounds, they were killed by a vampire that was not holding back. 
 
    As Lilah walked through the destroyed camp, she spotted something interesting. She bent down and picked up one of the swords lying in the dirt. It looked like the blood grove on the sword was filled in by something. After a brief examination, Lilah concluded that it was some kind of an alloy with a bit of silver in it. A weapon prepared to fight against vampires. It wouldn’t have been terribly effective, but it could still pose a problem. 
 
    Maybe the merchant was right, and these bandits are from Aclax, Lilah thought. Any human in our country would have known this would not be enough. Looking around, she spotted a couple of other swords with the same modification. 
 
    Not having found any trace of the missing people from the caravan, Lilah drew her short sword and approached the roughly constructed one-story building. Before she could enter, she suddenly heard someone speak from inside. Then, there was a female scream. 
 
    Lilah kicked in the door and barged into the small room. What she saw inside made her blood boil. The building was a makeshift prison, currently lit with one lonely candle. One side of the room was lined with cages. They were all currently empty besides the one that held two dead men. In another corner of the room was a stack of dead bodies. Judging by their looks, they were drained.  
 
    Standing by a table were the only two living persons in the room. A beaten and bloodied middle-aged woman with her clothing halfway ripped off and a nude vampire holding her by the wrist. Both were staring at Lilah. 
 
    The vampire was fully in his human form. A fallen that drained the bandits of their life. And not just that, judging by the dead naked girl on the table behind the vampire. 
 
    Lilah pushed away her emotions, becoming a cold, calculating force of vengeance. Not bothering to start a dialogue, she reached under her cloak and ripped off one of the dozen small pouches tied to her belt. With no time for finesse, she sliced the pouch open with her shortsword, covering the blade with its contents. 
 
    The fallen vampire’s eyes widened, and he pulled the struggling woman closer, using her as a shield. He, of course, recognized the thick, oily, and filled with silver dust paste that now covered Lilah’s weapon. 
 
    “Daywalker, don’t come any closer. I can explain,” he said and then squeezed the woman’s neck as she tried to say something too. 
 
    Lilah pulled out her buckler and slowly edged closer. There was no way she could save the woman as things stood. Killing the fallen had to come first. 
 
    “We don’t have to fight,” the fallen continued. “Listen, they were bandits. I was supposed to kill them anyway. So I had a little fun, so what? I’m going to shrivel up again in a day, and it will be like it never happened.” 
 
    That, of course, was a lie. The vampire had taken a step over the line, and there was now an impregnable wall between what he became and what he was before. Lilah kept slowly moving forward. Just a bit more, and she would be in range to strike. 
 
    The fallen glanced to the side where his heavy greatsword was leaning against the wall.  
 
    He then suddenly lifted the woman with the hand holding her neck and threw her at Lilah. Having no room to maneuver because of the clutter in the small room, Lilah stopped the flying body with an extended hand holding the buckler. She’d heard and seen the woman’s neck break in a way entirely incompatible with human life, so there was no longer any need to be gentle. 
 
    By the time the body fell at her feet, the fallen vampire was already armed with his greatsword. Coldly analyzing the situation, Lilah concluded that she held all the cards. The greatsword could not strike from the sides without hitting the wall or the cages, nor could it strike from above because of the low ceiling. The weapon was just a worse spear at this point. 
 
    “Just leave me be, damn it!” The fallen exclaimed. “They were going to die anyway!” 
 
    Lilah hooked a boot under the dead body in front of her and kicked it at the fallen. Just like she was earlier, he couldn’t get out of the way and was forced to knock the body to the side. 
 
    Lilah was already almost on top of him. She caught a weak strike of the greatsword on her buckler and, with a short, powerful strike, lopped off one of the fallen vampire’s hands at the wrist with a quick, powerful strike. The fallen lunged forward, aiming to grapple with her, but Lilah met him with a strike of her buckler, which stopped him in his tracks. Then, with an explosive effort, Lilah swung her short sword through her opponent’s neck, sending the severed head flying to bounce off of a wall. 
 
    Lilah stood unmoving, listening to the quiet around her. Then, she allowed herself to do a little jig to celebrate her first success. It wasn’t her first battle per se, she’d fought a few monsters before during training, but it was her first real fight by herself.  
 
    The happiness lasted only a moment, though. Lilah failed to save the woman that the fallen held captive. Intellectual, she knew there had been no real way of saving her since the fallen was literally already holding the woman’s life in his hands. Still, now that the buzz of battle wore off, she felt guilty. Instead of thinking about it, Lilah forced herself into action. 
 
    Lilah picked up the fallen vampire’s two-handed sword and examined it. It was still in good condition, so she decided to take it with her. She would fashion a way to carry it on her back in the next village. 
 
    Her short sword did not survive the fight. It was bent about ten degrees at the point where the blade struck the fallen’s spine. She couldn’t fit it back into its sheath and, after a bit of thought, threw it out. She would just replace it with one of the bandit’s weapons for the time being. 
 
    Lastly, Lilah considered the woman and the girl on the table. They were either bandits themselves or their captives. After a moment, Lilah decided to err on the side of caution and give them a proper burial. She’d seen a couple of shovels while she was examining the camp. 
 
    Lilah took her time digging the graves and was finished a few hours before morning. Then, she left the destroyed campsite and unhurriedly headed deeper into the forest. It was probably wiser to go back into Fayfair and report what happened to everyone relevant, but Lilah felt both euphoric and guilty after her victory and wanted to keep pushing forward instead of doing paperwork. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    On Treant History, authored by the Marak national institute of world history. 
 
      
 
    “Treants are, without a doubt, the most mysterious race on the continent. Or, more precisely, a collection of three races that have been lumped together. They include the large treants, on average about three stories tall and virtually indistinguishable from trees unless they move. Then there are the mid-sized treants, the climbing vines that grow into humanoid forms and are about orc-sized. Lastly, there are the small treants, which take the form of sentient flowers.  
 
      
 
    All treants are capable of locomotion and are sentient. The last, however, is not readily apparent. Throughout history, only the centaurs proved capable of communication with them. 
 
      
 
    Sadly, most of treant history seems to be lost to time. The only material that treants use for the construction of dwellings and artifacts is dead and live plant matter. Because of this, there is an almost complete absence of any archeological finds originating directly from treants.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Having calculated her travel time correctly, Lilah arrived at the village right after dawn. The settlement was maybe fifty homes large and was surrounded by a wooden wall. It also must have had good lookouts because the gates opened well before Lilah came close, and a small crowd was already waiting for her. 
 
    The villagers were excited to see a daywalker. Since it was starting to rain lightly, Lilah was quickly invited inside the village's central building. It was a large meeting hall that doubled up as a place for indoor celebration and dining for the whole village. 
 
    Lilah soon found herself seated at one of the long tables and surrounded by the whole village, children included. As customary, she told the villagers all the more important recent news from around the kingdom. They, of course, already heard much of it from travelers or visiting merchants, but with Lilah, they could be sure that it is all true. 
 
    Then, done with the standard stuff, Lilah told them that the nearby bandit nest had been destroyed. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker, did you happen to rescue any of the missing people when you destroyed the bandits?” A middle-aged man, who seemed to be acting as the village’s leader, asked her. 
 
    Lilah, having thought about it earlier, told the villagers exactly how everything happened. If the villagers knew someone from the caravan, then the only way to be sure was to examine the bodies. The corpses that were outside were easy pickings for the scavengers, but they were also most likely all bandits. The ones drained by the fallen could have been the prisoners, and their bodies were safely inside the building. 
 
    There was a moment of silence after Lilah stopped talking. Then, a man spoke up. 
 
    “I knew that vampire was no good the first time I saw him. He just had that look about him.” That elicited a murmur of agreement from the villagers. 
 
    Lilah smirked under her mask. She very much doubted that anyone in the village saw anything but the mask that the fallen wore. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker,” the village’s leader spoke up again. “It looks like we have to ask for your help today. Our blacksmith had traveled to a village near Fayfare to visit some family, and he was supposed to be coming back with the caravan that was ambushed. I fear the worst.” 
 
    “As you know, we make our living mostly through wood cutting and hunting,” he continued. “This requires a lot of metal tools. We will, of course, hire another blacksmith as soon as possible, but there is a big buildup of things that need fixing immediately, and we do not have anyone else in the village who can do it, even badly.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lilah replied happily. “I can fix up all of your tools and weapons before I leave.” 
 
    The blacksmithing was the only request that the village had. Lilah decided to get started as soon as possible, but first, she borrowed some paper from the village and wrote a report about the fallen vampire. Fortunately, she wouldn’t have to deliver it herself as the villagers agreed to get it to Fayfare that very day.  
 
    When Lilah entered the small smithy and saw some of the unfinished work that was left there, she quickly concluded that the previous smith wasn’t very good. Fortunately, there were plenty enough of all the supplies that she would need, so Lilah immediately started the process of getting the forge working. 
 
    Lilah was a great blacksmith. Skillful, tireless, heat resistant, and massively strong where it was needed. She quickly got to work, moving at an incredible pace. Still, blacksmithing was not a quick process. There were damaged and broken spearheads, arrowheads, trap components, and ordinary household pots and pans. Everything needed fixing. By evening, Lilah was only halfway done and couldn’t keep going any longer. If she did, nobody in the village would get to sleep. 
 
    After a few hours of doing nothing, Lilah was bored out of her mind. Nobody ever told her about this disadvantage of the job. With everyone sleeping and no other vampires around, nights were going to prove long and boring. 
 
    Lilah decided that she needed a hobby. Nothing came to mind, though, so she grabbed a grindstone and started quietly sharpening all of her weapons to razor sharpness. Fortunately, the sword she took from the fallen needed a lot of work and served well for killing time. 
 
    Come morning, Lilah got to work with renewed vigor and finished everything up before noon. Then, she said her goodbyes. The villagers offered to feed her, but Lilah refused. She didn’t like feeding too often. 
 
    Having left the village, Lilah picked up her pace quite a bit. She wanted to reach her next stop during the daytime.  
 
    As she jogged, Lilah quickly concluded that forests would be her favorite places to visit. Despite it being the middle of the day, the oppressive heat of sunlight was absent, and Lilah enjoyed the run. Still, she had to remind herself that the forest provided only an illusion of safety. There were plenty of deadly sunrays that reached the forest floor, however briefly. The treetops constantly shifted with the wind, making it impossible to trust in the shade. 
 
    The second village was a bit larger than the first, and it welcomed Lilah much in the same way. Unlike the first village, however, these people had nothing to ask for. All Lilah did was share the news and look at one kid with a slight fever. Lilah didn’t find anything else wrong with the boy and ordered him to drink a lot of tea, which his mother was already giving him anyways.  
 
    Rejecting another offer of blood, Lilah left the village when it was already getting dark. Her aim was to get to the third village in the morning. 
 
    The third village was smaller than the previous two, maybe thirty homes large. These villagers were even happier to see her, and she was quickly led inside one of the houses, where an unconscious, injured man was lying in his bed. 
 
    “He was attacked by a forest wyvern,” the village leader said while Lilah examined the wound. Fortunately, the wyvern did not get its jaws on the man. It looked like he was only hit by a tail spike that pierced the bicep on his right arm. The villagers had already done a good job of treating the wound itself, but there was still the venom to deal with.  
 
    “When was he hit?” Lilah asked. By the looks of the man, it wasn’t too late. There were several ways to get rid of forest wyvern venom, but the quicker ones were much more traumatic to the body. 
 
    “About four hours ago, in the middle of the night. My hunters were trying to track the beast to its lair,” the leader said. “We know of one way to get rid of the venom with the things we have on hand, but if we feed him a bloodroot concoction, he’ll be pissing blood for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “We have plenty of time for a more gentle method,” Lilah said. “Here is what I will need.” She then listed the ingredients and their quantities for the antidote she was planning to make. The man she was talking to nodded as he listened. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Daywalker. We can get everything you need. We’re only missing one thing, but it grows nearby.” 
 
    Lilah borrowed all the implements she needed from the villagers and got to cooking. This particular antidote was a fairly complicated recipe, but she had the time to get it right. Forest wyvern venom was fairly weak, and she had about a two-day window to save the hunter. 
 
    Like a lot of the knowledge Lilah carried, knowing antidotes for wyvern venoms was completely useless for her on a personal level. Most poisons and toxins did not work on vampires at all, and this particular wyvern venom was amongst them. In fact, she never actually personally learned any of these antidotes since this was part of the knowledge that the blood lord gave her through his blood. 
 
    Lilah was done in four hours and fed the greenish paste she produced to the unconscious man. Afterward, she opened up the wound, cleaned it, and then did her best to stitch up everything she could. There was a lot of tearing in the muscle, but she hoped that the hunter would be able to use his arm without too much of a problem, at least in daily life. Looking at the damage, he might not be able to draw back a bow with that arm ever again, though. He would have to learn to shoot from the other side. 
 
    Later, done with the treatment, Lilah asked if the hunters had actually been successful in finding the Wyvern. Apparently, they were. There was an old half-ruined tower deeper in the forest, and the wyvern made its nest inside. 
 
    “One of the hunters can lead you to the ruined tower after nightfall,” the leader finished his description. 
 
    “No, I’m going to leave now,” Lilah said. 
 
    The man blanched. “But Lady Daywalker, the daylight. What if the beast rips up your clothing? Surely it’s better to attack it during the night.” 
 
    “You know better than that,” Lilah said. “The wivern will leave its nest before sunset, and it will come back after dawn. I can’t go running all over the forest chasing the thing. I could catch it in the nest at night if it had eggs in it, but it’s not the right season.” 
 
    The man still tried to talk her out of it, but she shut him down immediately. Besides, forest wyverns liked to make their lairs inside dark, enclosed spaces, so the sunlight might not be much of a problem anyway. 
 
    Wyverns were the world's apex predators, and monsters stronger than them were extremely rare. Out of all the sentient races on the continent, only mages, vampires, and large treants could take a wyvern in a straight fight. 
 
    The forest wyvern was one of the weaker subtypes, which was why it was nocturnal. During the day, it would be holed up in its lair, which was exactly where Lilah wanted to take it on. 
 
    There was one thing that Lilah had to concede, though. She needed to eat before the fight. As she mentioned it, a girl who was looking after the wounded hunter exclaimed, “Me!” excitedly. 
 
    The village leader shook his head but didn’t say anything. “If you’re set on doing this right now, Lady Daywalker, then I better go find a guide for you.” He then walked out, leaving Lilah alone with the unconscious hunter and the eager volunteer. 
 
    The girl was young, maybe seventeen, and was very excited. She insisted that she wanted to face Lilah while she bit her, which was a bit unusual, but it’s not like Lilah cared. The girl smiled as Lilah carefully lifted her mask just enough and bit into her neck. 
 
    The two stayed that way for a bit, and then, satisfied, Lilah licked the wound and moved to pull away. At that moment, the girl took her completely by surprise. The girl got a hand under the edge of the mask, lifting it slightly as she leaned down to look in from below. 
 
    The two stared at each other for a long second. To say that Lilah was furious would have been an understatement. 
 
    “Wow, Lady Daywalker, you’re so pretty,” the girl said in wonder. 
 
    Lilah’s hot anger was instantly replaced with overwhelming hunger. If only she could rip open that slender neck and drink deep the life that flowed through it. If she did it, she would get to keep her face for more than a few seconds. 
 
    “Wow,” the girl said again as Lilah’s eyes blazed with a dark red light. Her large blue eyes stared directly into Lilah’s red eyes. The sheer innocence in the girl's eyes cut through Lilah’s hunger. As absurd as it was, the weak, frail, warm creature in front of her could not even imagine Lilah hurting her. 
 
    “What’s your name, girl?” Lilah asked, back in complete control. She hid behind her mask again as she felt her face change back to what it usually looked like. 
 
    “It’s Sarah,” the girl smiled. 
 
    Lightning-fast, Lilah reached out and grabbed Sarah’s ear. She then twisted it just a little. The girl gave out a high-pitched squeak and grabbed at her eat, tears now glistening in her eyes. 
 
    “Sarah, has nobody ever taught you any manners? What you just did is extremely rude,” Lilah said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lady Daywalker.” The girl quickly apologized, not quite so excited about vampires anymore. 
 
    “No harm, no foul. This time I’m not going to say anything to your parents.” Lilah said. The girl suddenly paled a bit, apparently realizing that she could have been in a lot of trouble. “But you better remember the lesson,” Lilah finished. She then made sure that she was properly covered and left the house. 
 
    Damn it, Lilah thought as she walked. I am not like that fallen. I will never give in. This time, though, was a bit too close for comfort. 
 
    Not wasting time, Lilah met up with the hunter that would guide her to the wyvern lair and left the village. The two quickly made their way through the forest, and soon Lilah spotted the ruins they were heading for. 
 
    It was an old stone tower that probably used to be part of something else, judging by the scattered stone nearby. The tower itself didn’t make it intact either, with only about two stories of it having survived the ravages of time. 
 
    Lilah ordered her guide to stay put and carefully approached the tower. The whole place was overgrown, and the entrance inside was filled with rubble. Lilah circled the structure until she found a section of the wall that crumbled away, forming a large opening leading inside. She kneeled down and examined the ground. Judging by the large claw marks in the soil and on the stone, this was the entrance the wyvern used. 
 
    Lilah unsheathed one of her greatswords and stepped over the rubble. The inside was damp and dark, with moss growing everywhere. The claw marks on the stone, along with the ripped-up moss, lead Lilah towards a large break in the floor. Looking at the dark opening, Lilah smiled. The absence of sunlight only played in her favor. 
 
    Lilah started undressing, first taking off her cloak. There was no reason to ruin her things. She especially made sure to take off all of her cut-resistant clothing since none of it would mean anything against the wyvern anyway. Her crossbow, buckler, and shortsword all went on the floor too, leaving her with only one layer of clothing, her mask, and two greatswords. 
 
    Lilah lowered herself into the opening carefully, but she immediately heard a snarl from further inside. The wyvern had heard her. Stealth no longer being an option, Lilah rushed forward. She ran through a short wide stone corridor, turned right, and ran through a  wide double-door doorway into what was probably once a large room. In the present, one side of the room was completely buried in rubble from the collapsed structure above it. 
 
    The wyvern was in the far corner of the room, currently getting out of its nest. As Lilah ran in, both she and the wyvern stopped, sizing each other up. The beast was an impressive one. A large forest wyvern, as large as they got, almost two meters tall at the hip. Its torso was about three meters long, with four meters of spiked tail on one end and two meters of snake-like neck on the other. It had a powerful set of back limbs with killer claws, as well as an even stronger set of long front limbs, which doubled up as wings. An individual this big would have a wingspan of over ten meters. 
 
    Wyverns were fairly clumsy when they were on the ground. When their wings were folded, wyverns were forced to walk on what was their elbows. There were rudimentary claws there, used for traction, but it was still not at all optimal. 
 
    Taking control of the situation, Lilah walked forward towards the wyvern, holding her two-handed sword flat above her head. Fortunately, the ceiling was fairly tall, but she was still limited in movement.  The beast, in turn, lowered itself to the ground and pulled its neck in closer to its body. 
 
    Lilah confidently walked into the creature’s range, and the neck snapped forward, propelling a marge toothy mouth straight at her. Lilah jumped back just out of range and slapped the wyvern’s armored head with her sword, aiming for its eye. The beast closed its eye in time, and Lilah’s strike did nothing but evoke an annoyed roar. 
 
    While she did have the chance to attack the wyvern’s neck, Lilah knew it wouldn’t have done any good. The beast's neck was covered in thick scales, which in some ways were stronger than steel. Even if Lilah had struck as hard as she could from the awkward position she was in, the springy neck would simply bend with the blow, and she would accomplish nothing. 
 
    The wyvern surged forward, lunging with its head again. Again, Lilah moved back just out of reach and, with a quick snapping motion, slapped her sword into the creature’s eye. The wyvern pulled back, shaking its head and glaring at Lilah. Then it lunged again and got slapped in the eye again.  
 
    The wyvern roared, furious. However, it didn’t strike out again. Eventually, it would be too slow in closing its eye and would end up losing it. A predator couldn’t afford to keep taking such risks. 
 
    The wyvern’s primary weapon was the set of massive claws on its back legs. Usually, it would grab smaller prey with its jaws, pull it in, and destroy it with its claws. If the prey were big, the wyvern would pounce on top of it and gore it to death with its back legs while it held on with the jaws. But here in the enclosed space, it couldn’t jump, and it had already failed to score a hit with the jaws. 
 
    The wyvern’s backup weapon was the long spiky tail, but it was impossible to use in the tight quarters it was in. With no other choice left, the beast decided to use the only other weapon it had left.  
 
    Lilah watched the creature shift and knew that her plan worked perfectly. Lilah quickly dashed forward as the wyvern swiped its winged arm at her. She then stopped, braced herself, and swung her sword hard at the arm attacking her, aiming for the elbow joint. The sword and the lightly armored limb collided, and steel won, crushing through the scales and cutting halfway into the bones at the joint. Lilah instantly abandoned her sword and jumped back, avoiding the snapping jaws once again.  
 
    The wyvern didn’t pursue Lilah, instead focusing on trying to dislodge the sword. In turn, Lilah didn’t attack, nor did she bother getting her second sword. Instead, she backed up to the doorway she entered through and then turned around and walked out. 
 
    Lilah’s job was practically complete. The wyvern was as good as dead, as it was now incapable of flying and would starve to death. However, Lilah wasn’t about to risk the wyvern wandering into the village on foot in search of sustenance. She just needed the tools necessary to kill it safely. 
 
    Lilah climbed out of the hole, found her stuff where she left it, and covered herself up with her cloak. Once safe, Lilah poked out of the tower ruin and called out to the hunter she left outside. The man popped out from behind a tree and jogged up to her. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker, are you alright?” He asked immediately. 
 
    “Yes, I am. The beast didn’t even graze me,” Lilah answered. “I clipped one of the wyvern’s wings. It won’t fly again.” 
 
    “Then it’s as good as dead,” the hunter remarked. “Thank you, Lord Daywalker.” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “I still need to finish it off, or it might crawl into your village. Hunter, I have a mission for you. Go back to your village, get a few men, and return here with a dozen spears. No boar spears, please. Meanwhile, I’ll guard the lair.” 
 
    The hunter agreed and jogged away. It was already getting dark, so Lilah was sure it would take the villagers a while to return. Damn, she thought, if I knew it would be so big, I would have organized the spears beforehand. Now I have to sit here and do nothing for hours. Lilah still remembered the mind-numbingly boring scout training where the instructors made her hide in one spot and watch a target for five whole days nonstop while starving. She wasn’t sure if being thrown into sunlight naked was worse.  
 
    Lilah walked up to the closest tree and broke off a thick branch. Then, she broke it again, taking a section back with her into the tower. Once inside, Lilah sat down by the hole in the floor, picked up a knife from the pile of her stuff, and began carving. 
 
    Lilah had a small half-finished wyvern figurine in her arms when the villagers arrived. Setting it to the side, Lilah came out to meet the five men who lit their way with a couple of oil lamps and carried bundles of spears. 
 
    Lilah took six spears and dropped down the hole. The wounded wyvern was where she had left it, backed up in the corner and nursing its wing. It quickly noticed Lilah as she entered the room but didn’t move to attack. Instead, it took up a defensive position and hissed at her threateningly. 
 
    Not about to get close, Lilah threw four spears to the side, leaving her with only one in each hand. Then, in an explosive display of strength, she threw one of the spears. The only flat surface she could aim at was the wyvern’s shoulders, which was exactly what she did. 
 
    The spear struck true with a meaty thunk, half of the shaft disappearing inside the creature. Even the tough scales were no match in front of all the energy of the heavy spear thrown by a vampire. The wyvern twisted in place, its roar coming out as a wet gurgle. As the creature tried to get at the spear stuck in it, it showed Lilah its chest, and she was ready for it. The second spear struck true, piercing its heart and coming out of its back. 
 
    As the wyvern weakly slumped down, Lilah smiled. This encounter was professionally handled, even if I do have to say so myself. A win in my column. About time. 
 
    Lilah grabbed the leftover spears and left the lair. 
 
    “The wyvern is dead,” she said as she climbed out of the hole. 
 
    The hunters cheered. Lilah quickly waved them down and asked the question that was foremost in her mind. “What do we do with the body?” 
 
    “By the way, I want to keep some of the scales,” she immediately added. “I suddenly want a nice set of wyvern scale armor.” 
 
    The villagers cheered again. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker, stay in our village a bit longer. We will get the best scales on that wyvern for you,” one of the hunters said. 
 
    “Right!” another exclaimed. “We need to get a work crew out here right away.” 
 
    Lilah glanced at the hole in the floor. “How about I just carry the wyvern to the village?” 
 
    Two of the hunters, ever prepared, had rolls of rope with them, which made everything much more manageable. The first thing that Lilah did was tie the wyvern’s wings closed so that they wouldn’t unfurl and end up dragging on everything. Then, she pushed her way under the corpse, getting to the center of mass, and lifted it. The head dropped down, dragging on the ground in front of Lilah, but that wasn’t too much of a problem. 
 
    She maneuvered the body through the wide doorway, around the bend, and then quickly walked up to the opening outside. 
 
    “Hey! Is everyone clear of the hole?” Hearing affirmative shouts from the hunters, Lilah crouched down and then sprung up. The huge body sailed out of the hole in the ground and crashed on the stone floor. Lilah, forgetting herself in the excitement, jumped up, landing lightly on her feet beside the wyvern. 
 
    Half the local wildlife was probably woken up as Lilah carried the wyvern through the forest. She was forced to rip through the undergrowth, with the wyvern annoyingly snagging on everything. That, and her feet sunk deep into the soil. Still, she powered through, keeping up a fast walking pace. 
 
    The whole village, children included, woke up when Lilah carried the wyvern through the gates. She dumped the creature in the middle of the open central area as a crowd formed around her. 
 
    Lilah quickly found the village leader she spoke with earlier and explained what she wanted. He, in turn, immediately organized his people. The villagers lit up several bonfires around the wyvern and got to work removing the scales. 
 
    When Lilah left the vampire citadel, she was basically unarmored. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have options even better than wyvern scale armor, but she had still decided against them. Lilah had chosen to travel light, not because armor would weigh her down, but for convenience and appearance. Armored warriors tended to make people uneasy, which was the opposite of what she was supposed to be doing. Now though, the thought of making armor out of the wyvern she defeated by herself sent her into giddy excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    War and Races, authored by Unknown. 
 
      
 
    “If I had to rank the local races on their individual power level, it would go as such. Vampires and mages tied for the first place. Orcs and Centaurs tied for second place. Humans in third, and goblins solidly in fourth. Why am I not including treants?  Well, the big ones are stronger than orcs of centaurs, the medium ones are stronger than humans, and the tiny ones are weaker than anything. However, I do not include them in the ranking because the treants do not ever, of their own volition, leave their forests. Therefore, they don’t count. 
 
      
 
    One could argue that vampires are the strongest, and that is true. But they also have some very significant weaknesses. Mages, on the other hand, are fairly powerful and have no weaknesses. This is why all the other races look at them wearily. I do not doubt that if the mages or the vampires ended their strict population control policies and tried to significantly increase their numbers, all of the other races would combine their forces to wipe them out. 
 
      
 
    Orcs are terrifying opponents, and there are a lot of them. They are also, by far, the strongest on the global level. How can the centaurs stand on equal footing with them, you ask? That’s because the orcs can’t catch centaurs, and centaurs are the best archers in the world. Centaurs' bows, provided by the treants, are also the best in the world. With this combination, centaurs can slaughter half of your army from outside your range and then retreat and do it again. 
 
      
 
    What can I say about humans? They are unremarkable and varied. This is why, when humans achieve dominance in their region, it’s not because of their racial strengths and advantages but because of personal achievements. The best local example is Celusia. 
 
      
 
    Goblins? They don’t like to fight. Probably because most things can kick their asses. They are crafty merchants, though.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The villagers worked through the night, and at dawn, the tired village leader presented Lilah with a sizable bag filled with wyvern scales. Also, the wounded hunter was doing better and had woken up. So, finished with everything she had to do, Lilah said her goodbyes, left the village, and set off toward her next destination. 
 
    The fourth village was bigger, about a hundred houses, and had an actual name on the map, Leefside. Unlike in all of the other villages, nobody met Lilah at the gates, and they remained closed. 
 
    Slightly worried, Lilah jumped over the wall up onto the platform from which the guards would have defended the gate. The wall was completely unmanned, but Lilah spotted a crowd in the open center of the village. 
 
    “Oh no,” Lilah said quietly when she noticed that the crowd was gathered around a wooden post with a half-built bonfire around it. She quickly jumped down and raced down the street towards the mob. 
 
    When she reached the edge of the mob, nobody had noticed her yet, so Lilah put her fingers under her mask and whistled hard. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker!” The nearest people exclaimed, and the news rolled through the mob like a wave. 
 
    “What is going on here? Who is in charge?” Lilah demanded.  
 
    Suddenly, the mob lost much of its energy, though Lilah still didn’t get a straight answer that wasn’t lost in the cacophony of voices. The mob did, however, give off a distinct impression of a child caught misbehaving by a strict parent. 
 
    “Everyone, shut up!” Lilah’s voice rolled over the crowd, and it quieted down, though the people on the far side of the gathering kept talking, still confused as to what was going on. 
 
    “What happened here?” Lilah singled out a teenager and asked him directly. 
 
    “Um, Lord Daywalker, the mayor says that they caught a warlock. They are going to burn him,” the boy looked like he wanted to be somewhere else. 
 
    There was a commotion as a man pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
    “What is going on?!” He was yelling. Then, he saw Lilah, and his face paled. 
 
    “Who are you?” Lilah demanded. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker. I’m the assigned mayor of this village.” He answered immediately, though nervously. 
 
    “What is going on here?” Lilah asked for the third time. 
 
    “There was an accusation of witchcraft, Lord Daywalker,” the man answered quickly. “We were just about to hold a trial.” 
 
    “Right, that’s why you’re building a bonfire. For a trial,” Lilah said mockingly. The boy she spoke to earlier was gone, having taken the moment to disappear amongst the people, so Lilah addressed the crowd instead. 
 
    “Good people, did your mayor say that this was a trial? Or was this supposed to be an execution?” 
 
    The crowd exploded with noise, but their answer was quite clear. 
 
    Lilah quieted down the crowd again and addressed the mayor loudly enough for everyone to hear.  
 
    “Mayor, if you lie to me again, I will execute you on the spot,” Lilah threatened. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker, please, I had a witness, you see? She’s the one that says the boy is a warlock. Please believe me. She tricked me. She’s the village doctor, so I had to believe her. She knows what she’s talking about. She’s a doctor.”  
 
    “Good people, please bring the accuser and the accused to me,” Lilah addressed the crowd. 
 
    Her words were absolute with the people, and they quickly produced the two in question. The accused was a boy of maybe sixteen years of age, bruised and battered, one of his eyes swollen shut. He was currently tied up securely. Still, when he saw Lilah, the resignation on his face disappeared, and he was now eyeing the mayor and his accuser with a smirk.  
 
    The accuser was a woman, maybe thirty years old. She looked absolutely terrified. 
 
    Lilah addressed the doctor, speaking loudly and clearly for the crowd. 
 
    “Doctor, what evidence do you have for accusing this young man of witchcraft?” There was, of course, no such thing as witchcraft. However, Lilah knew that it was pointless to try to convince the crowd otherwise. They would definitely believe her, but they would also try to burn the next alleged witch anyways. 
 
    “I saw him…” the doctor stammered. “I mean, I thought I saw him….” 
 
    “You thought you saw him? Speak plainly,” Lilah interrupted her. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker,” the beaten up and restrained young man suddenly spoke up. “My mother died a month ago. She had a beautiful necklace, and she left it for me to give to my future wife. The doctor stole it and then accused me of witchcraft. Then the mayor immediately arrested me and confiscated the home that my mother left to me. That’s why they did it!” 
 
    Lilah turned her gaze back to the accuser. 
 
    “Doctor, if I search your home and your things, will I find stolen jewelry?” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Daywalker,” the woman’s head hung low in defeat. 
 
    “Mayor, did you do this to steal the boy’s property?” Lilah asked next. 
 
    “Of course not,” the mayor said immediately, suddenly a bit more confident. “That’s preposterous. The law clearly says that the criminal’s property is forfeit. I was just doing my job.” 
 
    Lilah smirked under her mask. Of course he would deny everything. And she didn’t have a way to prove his bad intentions either, though she was convinced that the intentions were there. Still, it didn’t matter. He was already guilty of a greater crime. 
 
    “Good people of Leefside, hear my verdict,” Lilah said loudly for the whole crowd to hear. “Firstly, the boy is innocent and will be freed. Also, his property will be returned to him. Let me remind everyone that the only ones who look human and can use magic are the mages, and you can easily distinguish them from ordinary humans by the arcane texts on their faces.” 
 
    “As for the accuser,” Lilah continued. “For false accusations that would have led to the victim’s death, I sentence you to five lashes.” The ones Lilah actually wanted to punish were the people in the crowd who eagerly went along with the madness that took place here. Unfortunately, it was far from proper, even given her authority. 
 
    “Additionally, for failing in his duty to lead this village, uphold the law, and protect his people, the mayor is hereby stripped of his position and sentenced to three lashes. These sentences are to be carried out immediately!” Lilah finished the judgment, and the crowd eagerly dragged away both the former mayor and the doctor. 
 
    Lilah, for a moment too long, considered adding punishment for the whole village anyway. She loved her people individually, but when they got into a mob… 
 
    Lilah dismissed the thought. It wasn’t practical, nor was it a good idea. Plus, it would ruin any chances for the boy to continue living in the village. Speaking of which.  
 
    Lilah approached the young man, who was at the moment rubbing at his arms which were bruised from the ropes. 
 
    “What’s your name?” She asked, startling him. 
 
    “It’s Mark, Lord Daywalker,” he said. 
 
    “Do you want to stay in Leefside?” Lilah asked. “If not, I can escort you to a town. There are vampire ran orphanages that can take you in, though you’re a little old. Still, they will help you get on your feet. So no need to worry, you’ll be taken care of.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I want to stay here. It’s my home,” he answered immediately, obviously not giving it much thought. Lilah shrugged. She gave him a choice.  
 
    Later in the day, Lilah was treating the two criminals. The villagers, feeling betrayed by the people they trusted, had swiftly carried out the punishment. Since the doctor was now indisposed, it was up to Lilah to keep the two from dying from the lashes, at least immediately. 
 
    The total number of lashes may have seemed low, but they were administered by a whip with knots tied into it. So now Lilah was stuck cleaning the long ragged tears in the ex-mayor's and doctor's backs so that they wouldn’t die of infection. She did nothing to lessen the scarring, though. As per tradition, the criminals had to wear their scars in full.  
 
    The village had nothing else for Lilah to do. She made sure that everything was in order and that the ex-mayor’s punishment was fully documented, and then she departed from the village. 
 
    Lilah quickly reached the edge of the forest and was once again under the full assault of the afternoon sun. The feeling was almost physical. While she felt light and free in the forest, she felt oppressed and burdened here. 
 
    Lilah’s next destination was Grassfront, a town located in the plains south of the forest. It was fairly close by, and within half an hour, Lilah could already see it on the horizon. 
 
    Grassfront was pretty big, housing about twenty thousand people. Lilah was sure that at least a dozen vampires were living there permanently, so it wasn’t a prime target for daywalker work. However, Lilah had several things she had to do there. First, she needed to get her armor made. Secondly, she needed to get in touch with the kingdom’s spies and find out if they were able to find any traces of the previous sixth daywalker. 
 
    There was literally no traffic heading towards the forest, and Lilah did not pass a single traveler on her way to the town. She arrived inside without any problem and immediately went about searching for an armorer that could help her. She asked a couple of guards, and they all pointed her to the same place. 
 
    The workshop was large, but it didn’t have an area for visitors or shoppers. As Lilah understood it, this armorer did not trade with randoms off the street. His customers were mostly nobility, vampires, and those influential enough to get an appointment. 
 
    Lilah was off the street, but she was far from some random. After quite a bit of knocking, an apprentice angrily opened the door and then very politely ushered her inside. The master armorer, and older graying man, showed up within a minute. 
 
    “Yes, Lady Daywalker, we can work with this,” the master armorer said. He shifted through a pile of scales, picking out the bigger ones and admiring them. “This must have been a big beast that you hunted down. Shame it’s only a forest wyvern, their scales are smaller and softer than most other subtypes, but it will make an impressive set of armor nevertheless.” 
 
    “So then,” he said. “What kind do you want? I recommend a more rigid design with each scale anchored at more points. You will lose some flexibility, but it will be more protective. Plus, it won’t be loud like the ones that are only anchored at the top are.” 
 
    Lilah smiled. “I’ll go with the quiet one, please.” 
 
    “Alright,” he agreed. “I received a shipment of spider silk from far south. Nasty creatures, but the silk they make is wondrous. It’s much stronger than even steel wire of comparable size but still a bit stretchy. I’m going to use spider silk for the substrate, as well as for binding the scales. That stuff is fireproof too and will last you a long time if you don’t get into too much trouble.” 
 
    “Master, please, you don’t need to do all that,” Lilah tried to reign in the man. “A mail substrate is enough for me.” 
 
    “Lady Daywalker, please allow me to have some pride in my work,” he said, apparently set on doing everything his way. “We’ll also have to cover up your arms and legs. And a helmet. Might as well make you a helmet. But how do we combine that with your mask? Hmm, would you be willing to lower a visor over your mask during battle?”  
 
    “Yes, I would be. In fact, I would prefer it,” Lilah answered as the armorer continued talking to himself, already building everything in his mind. 
 
    “Alright, please get undressed,” he suddenly demanded. “We need to measure everything. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe here, but you can keep one layer on if you're feeling shy. But it’s not like we haven’t seen a naked vampire before.” 
 
    “Come on, start undressing,” he said again and walked out of the small room they were in to get his apprentices. 
 
    Lilah really didn’t want to undress, but it’s not like she had a choice if she wanted armor made for her. Not giving herself time to make up an excuse, Lilah took off her clothing. She did leave one layer on. In fact, she’d rather not have the armor than get completely naked. As it was, not having a hood was already deeply troubling. 
 
    The master armorer returned with a group of apprentices, and they immediately swarmed Lilah. Trying her best not to pay attention to them, Lilah addressed the master armorer. 
 
    “How long will it take to make my armor?” She asked. 
 
    The older man stopped, eyeing the ceiling in thought. “You can come back for it tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “What? Isn’t that a bit fast? I don’t want to get in the way of your other orders,” Lilah tried to protest, but the armorer waved her off. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. We don’t have anything urgent to do anyways,” he said. Judging by the reaction of the apprentices, that was a complete lie. 
 
    “By far, the most time-consuming task is drilling holes in the scales,” the master armorer continued. “But it’s a task even the apprentices can do just fine. Yeah, we can finish it by the end of tomorrow.”  
 
    Well, perks of status, I guess, Lilah thought. He seems so excited about it too. I might as well just get out of his way. 
 
    After Lilah allowed herself to be completely measured, she dressed back up and then left the workshop. Her next task was to get in touch with the spy network, but she didn’t know how to do so. However, she knew who would know and set out to find the vampires that lived in the area. 
 
    After asking around a bit, Lilah found the eldest of the vampire’s underground residence. It was still light outside, so she knew he would be home. It turned out that he was, and he had no trouble telling Lilah what she wanted to know.  
 
    Now armed with a passphrase, Lilah went to a specific shop, a small bakery, and spoke to the baker there. He quickly took her to a back room, and after a short wait, someone showed up to speak with her. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker, I’m Alfred, your contact here,” he introduced himself. “With all due respect, you’ve just blown this location’s cover.” 
 
    Lilah laughed under her mask. “Well, I wouldn’t do it in an enemy city. Tell me how to establish contact in the future, and I’ll do that.” 
 
    The man scowled. “The daywalkers have their own proper procedure. It is a huge oversight that you haven’t been informed yet.” He then spent some time instructing Lilah on how she could get in touch with the kingdom’s more shady organizations. 
 
    “So then? Do you have any news about the former number six?” Lilah asked afterward. 
 
    “Not yet, Lord Daywalker,” the spy said. “As expected, the enemy covered their tracks well in Glam, and it seems like a dead-end so far. There is nothing suspicious in Grasron, and it seems that Six never showed up in Ordor. We checked the portal connected cities deeper into the country, but there are no signs of him there.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “That is not surprising. What about towns and villages?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, Lord Daywalker. It will take some time. We dispatched all of the free agents and even outsourced some of the work, but it will take some time to cover everything because of the distances involved.”  
 
    “Right,” Lilah said, disappointed. She’d known that chances were low, but she still had hope. “Please instruct your people to contact me immediately when there is anything.”  
 
    “Of course, Lord Daywalker,” the spy replied. 
 
    Lilah left the bakery, which she was sure would mysteriously go out of business soon. With nothing much to do, Lilah decided to go harass the local count whose town she was in. He probably still didn’t know that she fired the mayor of Leefside, so it would be fun to spring the surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    On Celusia History, authored by the Marak national institute of world history. 
 
      
 
    “Celusia is one of the few countries on the continent inhabited and ruled purely by humans. As far as countries go, Celusia is a fairly new addition to the list, only fifty-three years old. While Celusia does have a king, most of the political power is concentrated in a few of the wealthiest families.  
 
      
 
    Celusia’s rise to prominence began with one man’s genius, and his family is still, by far, the most influential in the country. Celusia sits on massive deposits of manastones, a previously untapped resource. Fifty-five years ago, Deckard Blackwater, an influential merchant and a scholar, discovered a way to harness the power locked in the mana stones. 
 
      
 
    The secrets of the so-called ‘manastone engineering’ are still jealously guarded by the ruling families of Celusia. So far, the technology has resisted all attempts at replication, despite Celusia freely exporting manastone powered goods.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Count whom Lilah had visited was not happy. In fact, he had been in a near-constant state of terror since Lilah showed up. He was a young man, only recently having taken over his deceased father’s title, and he was a victim of a horrible misunderstanding. 
 
    Lilah had shown up in the evening, complained about the ex-mayor, and then demanded to see all the income and tax bookkeeping he had, just to have something to do. She then noticed that the Count was afraid and decided to look into the paperwork in earnest. This made the Count even more afraid, which only made Lilah look harder. The two were stuck in this vicious loop for a while. Lilah kept finding nothing, and the Count kept almost getting a heart attack. 
 
    Finally, having looked through everything she could get her hands on, Lilah’s patience snapped, and she directly confronted the Count about what he was so afraid she would find. He, of course, denied everything. Lilah pressed further. Then, after a long back and forth and some wild accusations, they both understood what was going on. 
 
    After Lilah complained about the mayor and demanded to see the books, the Count concluded that she was out to get him. He didn’t have anything to hide. In fact, he hasn’t had the title long enough to have anything to hide. He was still afraid, though, because he couldn’t be quite sure that his father didn’t leave him a nasty surprise. Lilah, having sensed his fear, looked harder, and he became even more afraid as he concluded that the Daywalker was trying to fabricate evidence against him. 
 
    Now the two were sitting across from one another, with the Count getting himself drunk on wine and Lilah sipping on a glass of blood that one of the servants provided. Lilah was so disappointed with herself that she actually took off her mask and tossed it on the table. The daywalker job was proving complicated and filled with pitfalls, and her lack of experience was showing. Somehow, though, her discarding the mask actually seemed to lift the Count’s spirits. 
 
    “Lady Raelinn, you don’t have to beat yourself up over this. If I hadn’t overreacted, none of this would have happened,” the Count said. 
 
    “Please, Count Earlheart, there is no need to shift the blame to yourself. I should have considered how my actions look,” Lilah said. 
 
    The Count sighed. “Lady… can I call you Lilah?” 
 
    “Sure,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Then please call me Edwin. Lilah, since neither of us can agree on who’s to blame, can we just put it behind us. Forget about it and never mention it again.” The count then poured himself another glass of wine. He set down the bottle, looked at the glass, set it down, and then picked up the bottle again.  
 
    Lilah smirked. “Ok, but only if you stop drinking yourself to death.” 
 
    The Count paused mid-chug from the bottle. He then put it aside. “I’m still far from that, but sure, compromise.”  
 
    The two stared at each other for an awkward moment. Suddenly, Lilah realized that her mask was off and grabbed for it. The Count watched her put the mask on and shook his head. 
 
    “No offense, Lilah, but you vampires are all so prickly about showing your faces.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” Lilah said reflexively. 
 
    “What? Really? Have you seen my face?!” Count Edwin exclaimed. He did, in fact, have a rather big and ugly scar across his face. Lilah, having not really paid attention to it before, now looked at it with interest. 
 
    The Count, of course, noticed. “It’s nothing special. I ran with a knife as a kid. Barely survived it. Either way, just a bit of friendly advice from personal experience, stop caring about it so much.” 
 
    Lilah got up. “Count Earlheart, I think you’re drunk. My advice is that you go to bed early. You stayed up all night after all.” 
 
    “I apologize if I crossed a line, Lady Raelinn,” the Count raised his hands in surrender. “Maybe it is time that I went to sleep.” 
 
    Lilah then excused herself, citing the armor that she needed to pick up, and left the Count’s residence. 
 
    Damn it, Lilah. This is because you forgot to follow your training, she berated herself. Sure, you haven’t spent much time amongst humans in the last eighty years, but that’s not an excuse. All you need to do is follow the guidelines. It was, of course, entirely within her duties to check the Count’s paperwork. Alright, calm down. It happens. I’m just still inexperienced. Damn, how dare he talk about my face, though. He practically called me ugly. 
 
    Lilah composed herself and knocked on the door to the armorer’s workshop. An apprentice quickly walked Lilah to the same small room she’d been in before. There, displayed on a mannequin, waited her armor. 
 
    Lilah walked up to it, staring. It was beautiful. Neat rows of overlapping green wyvern scales, with the larger ones protecting the upper chest and the smallest on the sleeves. Lilah couldn’t see any of the connections, and the armor looked like a genuine part of a wyvern. Each of the scales was anchored down in four places through the four holes that were drilled in them, two on top and one on each side. With the way the scales were arranged, all the holes were completely covered up by the scales above them, showing a perfect smooth scaly surface.  
 
    “Lady Daywalker, do you like it?” The master armorer asked from behind Lilah. 
 
    “I love it,” she said, not lying a bit. 
 
    “As you can see, we have the body armor here, and the leg armor too,” the armorer spoke, coming up to the armor and showing it off. “We had to cheat here with the arrangement of scales at the elbows and knees, as you can see. Otherwise, there would not have been enough flexibility. This compromise will cost you some defense.” 
 
    Lilah nodded, and the armorer continued. “This kind of armor is not going to do much against impacts, but that’s not a problem for you, Lady Daywalker. Vampires are practically immune to blunt trauma, and your bones are extremely tough. Oh, and there is also a helmet and a pair of gauntlets for you. Each finger is articulated, and the scales are on the outside, leaving your palms free for a secure grip. Here, try them on.” He then handed Lilah a pair of gauntlets. 
 
    While Lilah put them on, he continued. “We took the liberty of drilling holes in all the extra scales so that you have what to repair the armor with. I’ve prepared a package for you. You will also find some spider silk there.” 
 
    Lilah undressed a bit and put on her new armor. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” she finally said. “Doesn’t look like it needs any adjustment either.”  
 
    She moved around and found that the armor was fairly quiet since it didn’t have any metal in it. Lilah thanked the master armorer again and reminded him to send the bill to the kingdom. Then, after excusing herself, Lilah headed for the city gates. She had to get back on the road. 
 
    The next day, in the afternoon, Lilah rode in the back of a wagon along the main road, heading to the fork in the road that would take her towards yet another village. That morning she’d visited the first village after leaving Grassfront. There, she treated a family suffering from food poisoning and settled a land dispute between two neighbors. 
 
    The morning had been cloudy, which was the best kind of daytime weather as far as Lilah was concerned, but the clouds had long since dissipated, and she was suffering under the sun again. 
 
    The wagon rolled up to the crossroad, and Lilah hopped off. She was waving her thanks to the farmer who gave her a ride when she heard a barrage of distant explosions. They were coming from the direction she was about to head in.  
 
    “Keep going down the road,” Lilah shouted and sprinted towards the sound. The village was still very far, and the explosions sounded close. As far as she knew, it was just an open road, fields, and a small forest up ahead. It was likely that someone got attacked on the road. Explosions, however, were something the mages did, so Lilah had a bad feeling about what she would find. 
 
    A hundred meters from the road began a narrow strip of a forested area around a small creek. Lilah crossed the small bridge across the stream and kept running full speed ahead. As she came up to the bend in the road as it circumvented the woods, she finally spotted the source of the explosions. A large caravan, a quarter of it currently on fire, was under attack. 
 
    Lilah left the road, cutting across the field that skirted the forest, and ran straight towards the caravan. There were about fifty wagons on the road, all bunched up. The front and back wagons were all either on fire or smashed up. 
 
    As Lilah ran, she finally spotted where the attack was coming from and, most importantly, who was attacking. As she watched, a volley of fire bolts and boulders were inaccurately lobbed into the wagons, sending flaming debris into the air. The attackers were mages. 
 
    Further out in the field, behind magically raised waist-high earthen walls, hid a dozen mages, a standard assault group. They would have easily overrun the caravan by now, but there were at least a couple of vampires amongst the milling humans. As Lilah ran, she saw several heavily dressed individuals pop out from cover and throw spears at the mages. So, it seemed that since they were unable to advance, the mages settled on leveling everything with the ground over time. 
 
   
  
 

 Why are the vampires not attacking? They will definitely lose a long-distance fight with no hard cover, Lilah thought. And why are the mages not advancing? 
 
    One of her questions was quickly answered as several mages popped up and fired firebolts into the forest, which was answered by a volley of crossbow bolts. One of the mages fell down, hit in the shoulder by a bolt. A trivial wound if the mages had a water mage amongst them, which an assault group certainly did. 
 
    So there are three sides here, Lilah concluded. The mages attacked the caravan and were, in turn, attacked from the forest. Judging by the quick fire rate and the fact that a crossbow bolt just pierced plate armor, it must be heavy crossbows, the kind that are wielded by vampires. There is a border fort nearby, so it is probably a patrol from there. 
 
    Changing plans, Lilah ran past the caravan, heading straight for the mages. She slowed down to a jog, made sure that her mask was unobstructed, and started waving her arms at them. “Everyone, stop fighting! Parley! Parley!” 
 
    Nobody fired at her yet. The crossbow fire from the forest ceased, and the mages stopped casting too. Lilah was almost halfway to the mage’s position when two of them stood up from behind their cover and jogged towards her. Seeing that they were ready to talk, Lilah stopped in the middle and waited for them. 
 
    The two mages, a man and a woman, were young and definitely part of an Aclax assault group. They wore full plate armor and half open helmets that only partially covered the left sides of their faces. This design choice was made due to a peculiar property of the magical text on the right side of their faces. The text refused to be covered up. If the mages wore closed helmets, the magic would literally melt them off of their faces. The two particular mages approaching Lilah at the moment had the text run slightly under their chins. Not the most powerful of individuals, but still very dangerous.  
 
    “Mages of Aclax, you are attacking a caravan in Edkar territory. Surrender and explain yourselves immediately,” Lilah demanded when the mages drew close. 
 
    “Daywalker,” the female mage said. “Withdraw the vampires in the forest. We are here on official….”  
 
    Her words were interrupted as the other mage swung his hand, and a wall of earth sprung up in front of her, blocking a powerfully thrown spear coming from the direction of the caravan. Then the female mage leaned out from behind the wall with her hand extended towards Lilah.  
 
    Oh shit! Lilah thought as she reached up and slammed her helmet’s visor closed. I’m going to kill whoever threw that spear if it’s the last thing I do.  
 
    The mage’s palm glowed orange, and Lilah sprinted to the side as a torrent of fire slammed into the ground where she just stood. According to the instructors, while the mage can turn her hand towards me, she can’t do it too fast, or the spell will dissipate, Lilah remembered her lessons. The instructors didn’t lie. The mage tried to point her hand at Lilah but couldn’t do it even half as fast as the vampire was running a circle around her. 
 
    The flamethrower spell ceased, and Lilah slid to a stop as a firebolt flew by in front of her. Then she jumped back, dodging a boulder, as the other mage joined in on the attack. Lilah was still considering if she should charge or run away when she heard a whistling sound she’d been told so much about. 
 
    Lilah didn’t try dodging, instead concentrating on the two mages near her, ready for them to take advantage of the situation. They were, however, distracted. From the forest, a dozen of fully battle armored vampires were charging the main group of mages. 
 
    Then the spell finally hit Lilah. A stream of small, almost invisible wind blades showered her and the area around her. The wind blades were weak, only a danger for an unarmored human, but it was still the wind mage’s favorite spell to use against a vampire at least once. Because why fight a vampire fairly when one can use a cheap low powered spell to shred her clothing and leave her to the merciless sun. 
 
    The spell lasted barely a second and left the shredded remnants of Lilah’s cloak sliding off her, leaving her standing with the full glory of her new armor on display. Then, Lilah pulled out her greatsword and charged. 
 
    The earth mage was firing on the vampires that appeared from the forest, but the fire mage was paying attention to Lilah and turned to meet her. She tried the fire torrent spell again, but Lilah sidestepped it and was now too close for the mage to correct. 
 
    At the last moment, with Lilah only a few meters away, the fire mage dropped the spell and threw a fan of fire at her. Unable to dodge to the sides, Lilah slid under it, knocking the mage off of her feet. Not wasting time, Lilah sprung up and ran at the earth mage. She dodged a point-blank bolder shot but then ran face-first into a column of stone that shot out of the ground. Lilah bounced back to crash into the fire mage again just as she started to get up. 
 
    Not significantly hurt by the impact, Lilah stood up and then lightly kicked the fire mage she landed on in the head. The earth mage, meanwhile, grew a stone golem around himself and advanced on Lilah. 
 
    The earth mage tried changing tactics, firing a spray of small stones at Lilah. She couldn’t dodge the wide-area attack, but the stones simply bounced off of her, not heavy or fast enough to hurt her through her armor. Disgruntled, the mage switched back to hefty boulders, which would definitely hurt a lot if they hit, and kept firing at Lilah. She, on the other hand, kept dodging and circling right around him. 
 
    Earth mages are a pain in the ass, Lilah thought. That’s what, about thirty centimeters of solid moving stone all around him? Can’t do much against that, but he isn’t going to last long keeping that up. 
 
    Lilah moved closer to the mage, and he tried unsuccessfully to smash her with a stone fist. So, keeping him occupied, Lilah danced around him for a solid minute before, suddenly, the stone fell apart, and the mage fell to his knees on the ground. 
 
    “Not a smart one, huh?” Lilah remarked as she pounced forward and lightly punched him in the face. 
 
    The fight with the rest of the mages was already over, and Lilah saw two armored vampires running toward her. 
 
    “I have two prisoners here with head trauma!” Lilah shouted towards them. “Do you have anything to restrain them with?” 
 
    “Yes, mam,” one of the vampires shouted back. 
 
    Lilah looked around, taking in their small battlefield. Her attention was instantly drawn to a smoking figure lying in the grass about halfway between the forest and the mage positions. It was the bad kind of smoke. Lilah immediately took off in a sprint, followed by one of the armored vampires. 
 
    It seemed that one of the vampires didn’t make it over the field. He was lying in the grass, a fist-sized hole in his chest punched straight through the thick breastplate. The edges of the hole were viciously curved in into the open wound. This, by itself, wasn’t actually much of a problem, besides the fact that his spine was severed and he was immobilized. The real danger was the fact that the hole exposed his wounded flesh to the sun, and he was now burning inside his armor. The wound was right next to his heart. If the sun were to damage it enough, he would die. 
 
    Lilah ran up to the wounded vampire and ripped off a pack from his belt. She then unfurled it to reveal a thick emergency blanket and draped it over his body. 
 
    “Thank you, Daywalker. That should stop him from being hurt any further,” the vampire that followed her said as he caught up. “Damn if, Fel, you always did suck at dodging.” 
 
    “What’s the status?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “No dead. We have four disabled. Fel here is the most serious case,” he answered. “We have six dead mages and six prisoners, including the two you captured. We took their officer alive. His text reaches his neck.” 
 
    “So then, special forces? What are you doing here?” Lilah asked, having seen the markings on their armor. 
 
    “Training exercises, mam,” the soldier answered immediately. “We were in the woods when the caravan was attacked and came to its aid.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Lilah said, spinning around and heading for the caravan. “I need to go murder the vampire that messed up my peace talks.” 
 
    “That was awfully rude of him. Please allow me to accompany you, mam,” the special forces soldier said as he caught up with her. 
 
    “I sense sarcasm. As if you’re glad you got to kill some mages. You don’t like them?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Well, mam, they are sheltering the fallen from us,” he said. 
 
    Lilah smirked. Yeah, that’s pretty much what everyone says, she thought. Aclax had taken in a group of runaway fallen and refused any request for handing them over or even for trading them in. The vampires have, on multiple occasions when the relations with Aclax were particularly strained, considered going to war over it. 
 
    The two arrived at the caravan. The surviving humans were milling around, trying to put out the burning wagons or to at least save the goods. The vampires she’d seen earlier were nowhere to be seen. Lilah had to ask several people about them before she got a coherent answer. It looked like the vampires had already left the caravan, heading east, the way Lilah had initially come from.  
 
    Lilah ran between the wagons, quickly clearing the eastern edge of the caravan. As far as she could see down the road, there was no sign of the runaway vampires. Damn it, Lilah cursed. By now, they could be anywhere. 
 
    “Mam, who do you think they are? Why would the vampires have fled?” The special forces soldier asked, having been following Lilah this whole time. “Do you think they could be fallen?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “We need to question everyone in the caravan. The humans might have some answers.” 
 
    Half an hour later, everything was mostly sorted out. Some human and vampire troops had arrived from the nearby border fort, drawn there by the commotion. With their help, the area was secured, and patrols were sent out to look for the runaway vampires, though there wasn’t much hope of catching them. 
 
    The injured vampires were sent to the nearest village to be healed, which just meant that they would be fed well. All the fires were put out, and the humans in the caravan were rounded up to be interrogated. Lilah, meanwhile, got the pleasure of talking with the mage that was in charge of the attack.  
 
    “Lieutenant Dawson, was it? Explain your reason for attacking a civilian caravan on Edkar soil,” Lilah asked the prisoner. The mage was restrained but definitely not harmless. Not being able to move his hands simply cut his options. Still, as a rule, mages were very well-behaved prisoners. They knew that Aclax would spare no expense to get them back and, if need be, that no amount of firepower would be spared either. 
 
    “Daywalker, the caravan you saved had a kidnapped mage baby on board. On behalf of Aclax, I demand that it is to be handed over,” the prisoner said in the usual calm mage manner. 
 
    This just got very bad, Lilah thought with a sinking feeling. 
 
    “Is that a fact or a suspicion? Do you know for sure that there was a mage baby there?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Fact,” the prisoner responded, completely sure of himself. 
 
    Lilah turned to a soldier standing beside her and instructed him to run to where the caravan members were being questioned. The interrogators now had a more important line of questioning to follow. 
 
    “It seems that you’ve lost it,” the prisoner suddenly spoke up. “I hope that you will cooperate when Aclax mobilizes more forces to look for it.” 
 
    “Right, it looks like we’re done here for now,” Lilah said, walking away from the prisoner and heading towards what was left of the caravan. There was no point in discussing the situation with a prisoner who didn’t have any authority. What she needed to do was get to a portal city as soon as possible, contact the blood lord and the king, as well as get in touch with someone from Aclax. The mages were bound to do everything in their power to get the child back or to kill it. They would be fine with either option. Lilah needed to mediate the situation before Aclax decided that full-on invasion was the way to achieve their goal. It was unlikely and hypocritical of them, but she certainly wasn’t going to count on them not being crazy enough. She was painfully aware that there were factions on both sides that wanted a war to break out. 
 
    Lilah walked up to the soldier in charge of picking apart the caravan and asked him if they found any dead children or vampires. There weren’t any dead vampires, and apparently, nobody had ever even seen a child in the caravan.  
 
    Next up, Lilah approached the soldiers questioning the human survivors. Curiously, Lilah noted the absence of all of the special ops soldiers that came to her aid during the fight. It was unusual, but she had no time to think about it. 
 
    The caravan was from Aclax, and most of the merchants and caravan hands in it were from there, though there were a few citizens of Edkar too. Everyone was cooperative, and their testimonies painted a rather uninformative picture. 
 
    Shortly after leaving Aclax, a group of five vampires joined up with the caravan. The mages attacked soon after that. Nobody knew any details about the vampires. Once the fight with Lilah and the mages was provoked, the vampires took the opportunity to run away. The only other useful piece of information was that there were three people who saw one of the vampires carrying a bundle of something which could very well have been a baby. 
 
    Having learned everything she could, Lilah borrowed a spare cloak from the soldiers and left for Ordor, the closest portal city. With no time to spare, Lilah sped up to a fast run, determined to sprint the whole way there. After the first concerned look from a passerby seeing a Daywalker running somewhere, Lilah slammed down her helmet’s visor. It limited her field of vision way more than her mask did, but at least she wouldn’t scare half the kingdom. 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Types of Magic, authored by Valek Alestain, a scholar from the Kingdom of Edkar. 
 
      
 
    “Magic, defined as abilities by which individuals manifest physical phenomenon through non-physical means, has always been a subject of wonder for humanity. Sadly, humans themselves are incapable of practicing it. 
 
      
 
    There are two clear examples of magic in the region around the Kingdom of Edkar. First and most prominent are the mages of the Kingdom of Aclax. Second is the form of magic practiced by some centaurs. 
 
      
 
    Mages come in four different flavors. Fire mages, wind mages, earth mages, and water mages. All are fairly self-explanatory and straightforward, with the exception of water mages. They are the rarest and the only ones who exhibit an ability not directly tied to their element, which is the ability to heal. Besides this system of individual magic, mages, when they work together in large groups, are capable of performing three other feats of magic. They are summoning, setting up portals, and combining their magic to cast much larger spells. 
 
      
 
    Centaur magic is poorly understood. The centaur individuals that can use it, commonly referred to as shamans, are rare. Some of their magics include communication with the treants, causing small-scale natural disasters, and the ability to animate inanimate objects through sacrificial rituals. 
 
      
 
    If one were to believe the common folk, there is a third type of magic user, witches and warlocks. They are usually characterized by the ability to curse people with misfortune, cause farm animals to fall sick, induce miscarriage, and a plethora of other abilities to cause common problems all humans face. To this day, there has been no credible evidence that such type of magic actually exists.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Running faster than a horse could gallop, Lilah arrived at Ordor several hours before sunset. The human guards at the gates panicked a little, but Lilah raised her visor, and they let her through without any further problem. 
 
    Lilah barged into the duchess's castle and commandeered an office. Since she didn’t go to see the duchess first, the noblewoman eventually came to see her, very much annoyed. Lilah was in the middle of writing letters, so she just handed one over to the duchess without saying a word. 
 
    As she read the letter addressed to the king, the duchess grew grim. 
 
    “How dare they do this in my land,” the woman hissed. 
 
    “It’s a shame that we meet under such circumstances, Duchess Wizaya,” Lilah said. Having just finished the last letter, she finally got a good look at the duchess. Duchess Ulrike Wizaya was a short black-haired woman, about thirty years old. Though she looked slight, Lilah knew for a fact that, before taking over the title from her father, she earned a high rank in the human part of the Edkar army. She was also rumored to be an excellent swordsman and duelist. 
 
    “Duchess, could you please have these letters delivered as soon as possible?” Lilah asked. The duchess did so immediately, instructing her people to have the city’s portal redirected. There were three letters, one to the king, one to the blood lord, and one heading into Aclax. 
 
    Having done all she could and waiting for answers, Lilah talked with the duchess. According to the knowledge she received from the blood lord’s blood, Duchess Wizaya was one of the most trusted nobles in the kingdom. In fact, it seemed that the blood lord already had plans to make her a vampire and was going to propose that idea in a year or two. So, without reservation, Lilah laid out what she knew about the situation, including a few theories she had. 
 
    “The two incidents being connected is certainly a possibility,” Duchess Wizaya mused. “If that is the case, then their main objective is to spark hostilities between Aclax and us. Who would benefit from that?” 
 
    Lilah shrugged. “The Kingdom of Celusia, or some hidden faction either here or in Aclax. Vampires being involved in the kidnapping does point to it being one of our factions. The popular support for war with Aclax has been growing lately. Or, if they were fallen, it’s a plot from within Aclax.”  
 
    “Ha, if only the mages weren’t such hypocrites!” The duchess exclaimed heatedly. “Then we could all live in peace. But no, they just have to shelter those fallen.” 
 
    Lilah’s eyebrows shot up behind the mask. “Duchess, I didn’t know that you supported the war. You’ve maintained a more neutral stance so far, at least publicly.” 
 
    “That’s because I have brains enough to realize that the war would be a bloodbath, and then Celusia would gobble up what’s left of us,” the duchess smirked. 
 
    “Back on topic, the incidents don’t have to be related,” Wizaya continued. “It could just be an attempt to get a mage they could breed. Aclax has a ruthless reputation for a reason. They have to deal with a couple of such attempts every year. We’re lucky the rest of the world doesn’t want more vampires, or we would have to deal with the same thing.” 
 
    At that moment, a servant knocked and entered, informing them that there was a messenger with a letter for the daywalker. The messenger turned out to be a vampire, and he personally handed the letter to Lilah, claiming that it was for her eyes only. 
 
    It was a letter directly from the blood lord, and the contents were worrying. Lilah read it over several times before getting up and throwing it into the fireplace. The vampire messenger watched it burn, nodded, and left without a word.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I need a moment to think,” Lilah told the duchess before she could ask anything. Duchess Wizaya, understanding, excused herself, claiming that she had things to attend to and would be back in half an hour. 
 
    Lilah, meanwhile, sat down and thought about what the blood lord wrote. The most worrying part was where the blood lord left all the dealings with Aclax up to her. It was ridiculous, and Lilah refused to take it at its face value. There was no way that he thought that Lilah was experienced or competent enough to handle it. There had to be some kind of a hidden agenda. 
 
    Perhaps it had to do with the second most worrying part of the letter. The blood lord said that the support for war with Aclax had grown exponentially after the news of the old six’s death. People thought that it was either the mages that killed him, in which case they wanted war, or it was the fallen that killed him, in which case the desire for war was even stronger, as everyone wanted to punish Aclax for sheltering them. Either way, the blood lord said that war was on the table. Maybe that’s why he trusted her. Because her screwing up was within the plan. While the blood lord appeared neutral on the issue in public, Lilah knew that personally, he wanted nothing more than to root out the fallen in Aclax. 
 
    On the other hand, the blood lord ordered Lilah to maintain peace. Edkar did not have a casus belli good enough for their neighbors to turn a blind eye. All nations on the continent depended on the mages’ portals for trade, so Aclax could get away with things that others wouldn’t be able to, such as slaughtering a caravan within another county's borders. Without a much more serious justification, Edkar had to, to any prying eyes, be seen as seeking peace. 
 
    The blood lord also mentioned that if there were a third party seeking to provoke war, then it would be best not to play into their hands. Lilah needed to continue investigating the former Six’s death, and the blood lord would make the kingdom invest more resources into the investigation. Soon, the kingdom’s agents would scour every village, down to the smallest, for any information on his last whereabouts. 
 
    The blood lord also ordered Lilah to find the kidnapped mage baby and promised that the kingdom’s agents would be looking into it as well. Frankly, Lilah was shocked at how much responsibility the blood lord was dumping on her. Still, she had no choice but to obey and try her best. 
 
    Suddenly, Lilah felt a chill. What if she was the fall guy. While it had growing support, going to war would still be an unpopular decision. But who’s better to blame than a young inexperienced daywalker who screwed everything up? The blood lord tried to give the younger generation some responsibility, but it proved not ready for it. Lilah couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    The duchess returned sometime later, but before the two could really talk, a servant informed them that an Aclax duke had just arrived in the city, here to speak with the daywalker. 
 
    Lilah and the duchess moved to a more formal meeting room, and the foreign noble was escorted in. Charles Daw, duke and brother of the king, was an older man, turning sixty this year. He was a fire mage, and his mage text was impressively long, running all the way down his chest. Lilah could see it, of course, because the mage’s clothing was explicitly designed to reveal it since putting on regular clothing would just cause a fire. 
 
    “Duke Daw, it is a pleasure to meet you again. This is Lilah Raelinn, the daywalker assigned by the blood lord to take care of this matter,” the duchess introduced the two. 
 
    “Duchess Wizaya, you grow more beautiful by the day. Daywalker Raelinn, I see that you’re the sixth. How fitting,” the duke responded, his mood cheerful. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Duke. Fitting? Did the previous sixth have dealings with you?” Lilah asked.  
 
    “Only indirectly. It’s my nephew who had a run-in with him,” the duke then reached into his clothing, pulled out a white bone mask, and set it on the table. “My poor nephew, not the king’s son but my sister’s, was found dead. His wounds were made by someone possessing inhuman strength, and there was a pile of ash nearby, shredded clothing and armor, as well as three items. A medallion, a ring, and this mask.” 
 
    After an awkward pause, Lilah poked at the mask. She felt that it was real through its connection to the blood lord. It was somewhat worn, showing that it has been in use for many years. 
 
    “Your nephew must have been a powerful mage, Duke Daw. To shred armor and presumably the helmet, but to leave the mask perfectly intact. Is there really a spell that can do that?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The Duke’s eyes narrowed, making Lilah uneasy, but he simply stared at the mask. 
 
    “Lady Raelinn, while I don’t appreciate your tone, you have certainly brought up an interesting point,” he then said. “I am not the one investigating the incident, nor have I seen the scene personally, so I can’t say exactly how the mask was found. Maybe it was knocked to the side during the fight, and that’s why it survived.”  
 
    “I’m sorry if my comment seemed callous,” Lilah apologized. “I can assure you that I want to catch your nephew’s killers and that I will be investigating this matter to the best of my ability. I can also assure you that the pile of ash in question was not the sixth daywalker.” 
 
    “Do you have any evidence for that?” The duke asked. 
 
    “The blood lord has a special connection with the daywalkers,” Lilah said after a moment, deciding that the information was worth sharing. “He knew exactly when the previous sixth died, and it was a day before your nephew’s death.” Lilah then listed the exact day and time of death. 
 
    The duke finally sat down, thoughtful. “I see. I highly respect the blood lord, and so does the King of Aclax. However, the court will not simply accept his word as the truth.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “Your Grace, it is important that our two nations combine our efforts to find the real killers. Such cooperation will do much to appease the doubters.” 
 
    “I will let the king know,” Duke Daw said thoughtfully. “But let's get to the main topic at hand. Your vampires have kidnapped a male mage baby, and then you and your troops stopped our team from recovering it. On behalf of Aclax, I demand that you hand the child over and release the mages you have captured.” 
 
    “Releasing the mages is easy but will require Aclax to pay the standard ransom since they were engaging in criminal activity on Edkar soil,” Lilah said. “As for the child, we don’t have it, nor were we the ones who stole it in the first place.” 
 
    “You’re using that same excuse again? Are you claiming that it wasn’t vampires who did it?” The duke said. 
 
    “No, I saw it myself. There were vampires in the caravan. While we were fighting the invading force of mages, those vampires ran away,” Lilah said. “If there were even a sliver of cooperation from Aclax, then the kidnappers would have already been dealt with.” 
 
    “Cooperation? It seems to me that Edkar can’t even work with itself and control its own vampires,” the duke smirked. 
 
    Lilah wished he could have seen her raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Of course we don’t control all of the vampires. For example, you have some in your capital. If you were to hand them over, then we could take responsibility for all the vampires. But you don’t, so we can’t be held responsible for random vampires that may or may not belong to us,” Lilah said smugly. 
 
    “Lady Raelinn, Duke Daw,” Dutchess Wizaya suddenly interjected. “Perhaps it would be more fruitful to try to solve the problem in front of us. Getting the mage child back is the priority. Nobody wants uncontrollable mage populations spreading like wildfire in a few decades. Especially since they captured a male.” 
 
    Ops, I was getting a little too heated, Lilah thought. 
 
    The Aclax duke cleared his throat. “Well, the solution is obvious. We need several teams of mages to enter the country and swiftly find the culprits. If you just keep your vampires from interfering, I’m sure we can solve everything swiftly.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t allow Aclax military to stomp around Edkar, randomly harassing and interrogating its citizens,” Lilah said. “Your Grace, I can assure you that our forces can conduct the investigation much more effectively and smoothly. Of course, we will share all of our findings with Aclax in a timely manner.” 
 
    “That is simply unacceptable, Lady Raelinn,” the duke responded. “I insist that our people be involved. How about we allow some of your people to accompany ours, since you seem to be so worried about your citizens.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I insist that our people be the ones doing the investigating,” Lilah pressed. “But since you need mages directly involved, I do have a proposal that would satisfy you, your Grace. I am the one tasked by the blood lord with finding the missing child, and I might be willing to let a few mages tag along with me. They can ensure that we’re upholding our end of the bargain with sincerity.” 
 
    Duke Daw stroked his chin as he thought, not immediately answering with a counteroffer. The two had seen which issues the other was willing to budge on, and the current offer was probably the best he could get. 
 
    “Ok,” he said finally. “That is a plan I can present to the king without embarrassing him or myself. He will accept it.” The Duke got up. “I need to go speak in the royal court as soon as possible. Is there anything else that we need to discuss first? Where will I be able to find you, Lady Raelinn?” 
 
    “I will still be here tomorrow,” Lilah said. 
 
    The duke then excused himself and was escorted out of the room.  
 
    “So you’ll have some mages babysitting you, Daywalker?” Duchess Wizaya said after a long pause. 
 
    “Haha, it was the best I could think of at the moment, your Grace,” Lilah said. “I’ll have to let everyone know to be careful while passing sensitive information to me. By the way, it seems like I need to put aside my usual duties for the moment. I was thinking of making my headquarters here. Could you spare a room?” 
 
    The duchess, of course, agreed. With the arrangements done, Lilah got to writing letters, using the castle’s staff liberally to deliver them. Firstly there was a report to the blood lord. Then several letters to every nearby dukedom, instructing them to send out patrols and carefully watch for anyone coming from Ordor. 
 
    As for within the region she was in, Lilah sent orders to all the border forts to watch for the suspects trying to leave the country. Fortunately, that wasn’t too much of a concern. Ordor region shared a border with Marak and Aclax. There were no vampires living in Marak, so the runaways would stand out like a sore thumb. Aclax was a bit more problematic, but Lilah couldn’t think of a good reason for them to return there. 
 
    Next up was trying to locate the five runaway vampires. Fortunately, that might not be so hard to do. Vampires needed to eat, though not all that often. So, Lilah needed to look for unaccounted-for vampires trying to feed. If they did so in the villages, then they would stand out and be quite easy to find. If they did so in the towns, then they would be harder to find, but there were many more eyes there, and Lilah would be able to ask the local vampires for help. 
 
    Also, there was always a possibility that the perpetrators were fallen, in which case they would leave a trail of bodies and missing people in their wake. It was definitely a clue to look out for. 
 
    Having exhausted her own ideas, Lilah called in the duchess. Then, not quite satisfied, Lilah called in the leader of the local vampires and the city's captain of the guard. Four heads were better than one or two. Together, and with a few invited scribes, they planned out how to use the men and vampires available to cover the dukedom as thoroughly as possible. 
 
    As the group was still planning and drafting orders, a response from the blood lord arrived, carried by the same vampire as before. Lilah excused herself, leaving the now crowded office to read the letter in privacy. 
 
    The blood lord wasn’t pleased with Lilah’s arrangement to have mages with her. Nor was he happy with her sitting in Ordor and ordering people around. Lilah scowled as she read the reminder that her job was a more hands-on one. 
 
    Well, it’s not like I’m going to sit here forever. I’ll be leaving as soon as I have a direction to go in, Lilah thought, annoyed. Fortunately, the letter held suggestions, not orders, so Lilah decided to ignore them as it suited her. 
 
    Other than the nagging, there was not much else of substance in the letter. Her top priority was still finding the enemies pushing Edkar and Aclax towards conflict, as well as the Six’s killers.  
 
    Lilah destroyed the letter and headed back to her office. She still had some work to do, but nothing would move forward until they found at least something to go on. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take too long.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Escape of fallen to Aclax, Lilah’s early memories. 
 
      
 
    “A lot of time had passed, and the events were hazy in Lilah's mind. Her father, James Raelinn, a minor noble, started his career by working inside the underground vampire citadel in the capital. It was there that he somehow befriended the blood lord. 
 
      
 
    At around thirty, he met Lilah’s mother and shortly after retired to the countryside near the capital. He bought a small estate and founded a small knightly order. That’s where Lilah was born.  
 
      
 
    James Raelinn had always been somewhat eccentric, being one of the very few people in the kingdom who had sympathy for the fallen and thought that they could be helped and rehabilitated. With the blood lord’s permission, the knightly order imprisoned fallen vampires. They tried, unsuccessfully, to make the fallen abandon their murderous tendencies, but all of the so-called ‘cured patients’ simply killed again when the slightest opportunity presented itself. With failure after failure, as Lilah grew up, she watched her father become increasingly angry and desperate. 
 
      
 
    Lilah still remembered that fateful day, a week after her twenty-third birthday. Her father had been gone in the dungeon for a few days then, busy with some kind of a new experiment. Then the unthinkable happened. The fallen, somehow, broke out. They killed her father, who was down with them, tearing apart one of the only men who wanted to help them. Apparently, it was so bad that there was nothing left to bury. Then, the fallen swept through the estate like a swarm of locusts, draining everyone they could get their fangs in. They killed Lilah’s mother, and they mortally wounded Lilah. When help arrived, only Lilah was still barely alive. 
 
      
 
    Lilah was taken to the citadel, where the blood lord decided to turn her into a vampire to save her life. The escaped fallen, meanwhile, somehow evaded every patrol sent to find them and made their way across the Aclax border. They were not welcomed there with open arms but were not killed either. By all accounts, they still live in the capital city. Under strict supervision, but fed with all the criminals and prisoners they needed to maintain their bodies.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The reply from Aclax arrived early the next day, along with a group of mages. It seemed that Aclax decided to follow Lilah’s suggestion after all. However, Lilah didn’t expect them to be quite as serious about it. 
 
    Lilah was in her office when Duchess Wizaya came in, followed by the mages. 
 
    “Lady Lilah Raelinn, allow me to introduce his Royal Highness Cynrad Daw, second in line for the throne of Aclax,” the duchess introduced one of the mages. 
 
    “Please, your Grace, you’re giving me too much honor. I’m just here for work,” the prince said. 
 
    The prince was a tall, dark-haired young man, twenty years old if Lilah remembered correctly. His mage text almost reached his neck. 
 
    “Your Royal Highness, it is a pleasure to meet you,” Lilah stood up and made a short, respectful bow. 
 
    “Ah, the pleasure is mutual,” he said. “It is my first time meeting a daywalker, though I must admit that I did get to see a very similar mask not so long ago.” 
 
    “Let me introduce my companions,” the prince continued without a pause. There were five other mages with him, all selected from his court. Lilah would have preferred competent helpers instead of just well-connected ones, but she wasn’t the one who picked them. 
 
    Lilah’s office was much too small for the mages to also work there, but she and the duchess had foreseen this and already had another office readied. It was bigger and had more desks for everyone to work at, instead of the one big one in the current office. Also, just like the current office, the new one had no windows and instead was lit by manastone lamps. 
 
    As they walked to the new office, Lilah asked the question that’s been plaguing her. 
 
    “Your Royal Highness…” Lilah started but was immediately interrupted. 
 
    “Lady Raelinn, just prince is ok. Otherwise, we’ll be here all day whenever you want to talk to me,” Prince Cynrad said. 
 
    Personally, Lilah didn’t care. “Prince Cynrad, I mean no offense, but this hardly seems like a job for a prince. I expected a mid-ranking noble at best.” 
 
    “Then you’ve underestimated how important it is to keep the mage bloodline from spreading,” the prince said. “My older brother actually wanted to come himself, but, alas, he is too valuable. Not nearly as expendable as I am. He was insisting that someone of royal blood had to be present. My father agreed, but he sent me instead of him.” 
 
    That didn’t really answer Lilah’s question, but she decided not to press. The prince didn’t seem very happy about it. 
 
    After settling in the new office, Lilah handed Prince Cynrad a list of all the things that had been done to find the runaway vampires. He read it over and found it satisfactory. He did suggest putting up a public bounty, but Lilah rejected the idea. She didn’t want to needlessly endanger the civilians, nor did she want to start any witchhunts after random vampires. 
 
    The rest of the day was calm and uneventful. There were multiple reports of missing people in the duchy, but that was not all that uncommon, and there were no patterns to spot yet. There were also some reports of vampires asking for blood, but all of those turned out to just be locals. 
 
    Late in the evening, a report of a captured fallen came in. The prince was excited, but Lilah reminded him that even if they assumed that the runaways split up, they didn’t know if it was the right guy. At least not yet. 
 
    Shortly before dawn that night, Lilah received a very promising report. A patrol investigating the disappearance of multiple people cornered a group of unidentified vampires inside an abandoned building. 
 
    Lilah quickly woke up the mages and hurried them to set off towards where the incident took place. It was only two hours away on horseback. Before going, though, Lilah convinced the prince to leave one of his mages in the headquarters. With the mage’s ability to communicate over long distances, having someone stay behind would be invaluable in the case of more important news arriving. 
 
    The group left the city as soon as they could, with the mages riding borrowed horses and Lilah running in front of them, fighting the urge to speed up. They arrived at a medium-sized village in just over two hours and hurried towards the outskirts, where soldiers surrounded an abandoned barn. 
 
    The original patrol was only three vampires strong, so they couldn’t take the bigger group head-on. On the other hand, they were armed with crossbows and had slathered the bolts in silver paste. The runaway vampires had no choice but to take cover. Now, though, there were about fifteen vampires around the barn, as well as about forty human soldiers and knights, who were also armed with weapons effective against vampires. 
 
    “Daywalker, it is good to see you here,” one of the vampires, presumably the leader, separated from the group and met Lilah as she approached. He eyed the mages with interest but didn’t say anything. “We’ve just received reinforcement and are about to mount an attack. The enemy refuses to negotiate.” 
 
    “Good, carry on. We will support you if necessary,” Lilah responded. “Please take them alive if possible. And watch out for a mage baby. If there is one, take it alive too.” 
 
    “Yes, mam,” the vampire saluted and returned to his group. 
 
    The fifteen vampires grouped up, all of them armed with shortswords and thick metal bucklers. The humans, on the other hand, took up positions around the barn in case that anyone tried to make a run for it. The humans were armed with crossbows and would be able to stop one or two vampires. 
 
    The vampire leader walked up to the barn door and gave it a good kick, sending it crashing inside. Then, the vampires poured inside. There was shouting and clang of metal on metal, but within half a minute, the sounds stopped. Shortly after, the same vampire leader walked out, along with three wounded vampires, and called Lilah over. 
 
    It was dark inside, but one of the human soldiers helpfully provided an oil lamp for the mage’s benefit. There were five enemies, just as there should have been, but the vampires reported that they did not see any children inside. 
 
    “Fallen,” Lilah muttered once she saw the five bodies stacked up on the floor. The fallen vampires had all of their limbs chopped off with silver-covered blades and were quite helpless at the moment. 
 
    “Five fallen escape the Aclax mages, and they dare to make demands of us,” Lilah hissed. The prince, who was staring at the chopped-up fallen, flinched away at the heat in her voice. He quickly recovered, though, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Lady Raelinn, since, as you point out, these fallen probably belong to Aclax, we’ll be taking them back with us. I can assure you that we will get all the information that they have out of them.” 
 
    “Hahaha,” Lilah laughed. “No, they are staying with us. Soldiers, please escort the mages outside.” 
 
    The mages didn’t like it, but at least they didn’t need to be dragged outside. Once they were gone, Lilah instructed her people on the current citation and what they needed to find out from the prisoners. 
 
    “Don’t worry, mam,” one of the vampires said. “A little sunbathing will get them talking.” 
 
    Lilah left them to the interrogation and joined the mages outside. They were not happy at being excluded, though the prince’s companions voiced it much more than he himself did. Lilah didn’t particularly care. It was becoming clear that the whole mess was their fault. 
 
    Lilah led the mages away, heading inside the village. It was much too long since she’d performed regular daywalker duties. As it turned out, one of the villagers did need help. A few days ago, he had a nasty incident involving an axe and his leg. There was a doctor in the village, and he treated the wound the best he could, but he still asked Lilah to take a look at it. 
 
    One look told Lilah that the man would probably be limping for the rest of his life, but all hope was not lost. In fact, Lilah had the perfect tool to help at hand. One of the mages the prince brought with him was a water mage, and Lilah asked the prince to lend him to her, which he did with an indifferent shrug.  
 
    The water mage was reluctant and put off by the task. Definitely not because of the blood, but because he had to touch a peasant. Still, the job was a matter of seconds, and the leg was as good as new again. 
 
    “Prince Cynrad,” Lilah asked. ‘It seems that your water mages could do a lot of good being doctors. They could make a lot of money too. Why isn’t it done? I think I’ve never heard of water mages offering their services outside of Aclax.” In fact, Lilah knew that they didn’t offer their services inside of Aclax either. 
 
    The prince looked at her like she was crazy. “Water mages are rare. We can’t have them waste their time looking after humans.” 
 
    Lilah’s mouth twisted in disgust at the response, though she expected it. It seemed that the prince was not any different from the other rulers of Axlax. 
 
    Fortunately, Lilah was saved from having to respond by one of the vampires arriving with a report on the interrogation. 
 
    It turned out that the five vampires were fallen from Aclax. They have been ordered to steal a child, preferably male, and take it to Edkar. There, they would need to stealthily dispose of the body, completely destroying it. Besides this, the prisoners didn’t know anything. 
 
    “I insist that we take these fallen back to Aclax,” the prince declared. “They need to be interrogated by our people.” 
 
    “Soldier,” Lilah asked, “did you already kill the fallen?” 
 
    “Yes, mam,” he replied happily. 
 
    “Good job,” she said and then turned to the prince. “As you can see, it’s already too late.” 
 
    Prince Cynrad had an incredulous look on his face. “Are you serious? We could have had actual confirmation.” 
 
    “Firstly, fallen in Aclax being a problem for everyone is a fact that does not need any further confirmation,” Lilah said coldly. “Secondly, there is no way that we would hand over these criminals to you so that you could hide them again.” 
 
    The prince sighed in exasperation. “Ok, so this lead is well and truly dead. Fortunately, we have something else to look at that could shed a bit of light on the situation. While we were waiting, the man we left behind sent me the news that another interesting report had come in. The last location of the former sixth daywalker was found. The humans there say that there was a loud fight shortly after he left their village. Peasants there found the battle site, and they claim that mages fought there. I need to see this in person.” 
 
    “I see, so it’s mages all the way down,” Lilah said. “I need to see this too.”  
 
    With their relations noticeably chilled, the group set off towards their new destination, a village about a day's travel away. They had to stop along the way for the night, the exact reason why Lilah didn’t usually travel with humans or other races if she could help it. At the least, she’d managed to carve a couple more figurines of the wyvern she’d fought, so the night was not entirely uselessly spent. In the morning, as the mages got back on their horses, Lilah left the figurines under a tree, wondering if anyone would ever find them and what they would think if they did. 
 
    They arrived in the village right before noon. The human mercenary that found the place came out to meet them immediately, but the group decided to question the villagers first. The villagers confirmed that the former sixth visited them and helped with several problems. He left the village shortly before sunset. Then, about fifteen minutes later, the villagers heard a couple of distant explosions. They looked over the area the next day, but all they found was a burned-out field. 
 
    When they were done with the village, the mercenary led the group to the field where the attack took place. It was once a wheatfield but was mostly burned up now. It was obvious that it hadn’t happened long ago. 
 
    While the fire by itself wouldn’t be very convincing, the boulders that left long gouges in the soft ground were very characteristic of earth mages. The prince, of course, didn’t want to believe it and was practically crawling on the ground, trying to find a reason to say that this was a setup. 
 
    Suddenly, Lilah heard the characteristic twang of a bunch of crossbows and threw herself to the ground. Still, even with her speed, she was not fast enough. Out of the fifteen bolts that were aimed at her, ten hit. Still, she wasn’t constantly wearing her wyvern scale armor for show, and only one of the bolts penetrated. 
 
    Lilah gritted her teeth as the bolt turned into a burning blossom of pain in her gut. She ripped it out, but the burning remained, proving that the bolt was covered in the silver paste. Lilah jumped to her feet, not quite sure if she needed to fight or flee.  
 
    The mages that were with her were taken by surprise and had no chance to defend themselves. Except for the prince, who was unharmed, each mage had at least one bolt sticking out of them. The armor they were wearing was not heavy enough to stop the crossbows. They were all still alive, but most were not capable of fighting. The human mercenary that was with them also had a bolt sprouting from his unarmored chest and was dying on the ground. 
 
    Seeing that she had no help to count on, Lilah made her decision and sprinted toward the prince. She had to grab him and run for it. However, she was only halfway to him when she heard the crossbows again and dived to the ground. 
 
    This time Lilah was only hit by four bolts, but one of them still managed to penetrate, having hit the back of her thigh. Lilah hissed with pain as the bolt scraped against her bone, leaving a burning streak of silver in her flesh. Reaching back, she yanked the bolt out and charged towards where the crossbow fire was coming from. There was a treeline that separated the fields, and their enemy seemed to be taking cover there. 
 
    There was no point in trying to run away. Even with a goat foot lever, a human would not have had the time to reload their crossbow yet. Vampires, however, could pull back any crossbow by hand, which meant that she had no chance of outrunning what had to be vampires with an injured leg and a prince over her shoulder. 
 
    Lilah slammed down her visor and, not bothering to be gentle about it, ripped her greatsword off her back and flicked away the sheath. Lilah could see heavily clothed figures inside the treeline, one of them aiming a crossbow at her right now. 
 
    Zig, zag, zig… Zag! Lilah screamed internally as two more crossbow bolts managed to go through her armor, both lodging in her side. She quickly ripped them out before she tore herself apart while running with them inside and raced forward towards the treeline. The prince, meanwhile, constructed himself a small fort out of earth and was now pelting what were probably fifty-kilogram boulders at the crossbowmen. With the covering fire from the mage, Lilah ran through the next sporadic volley unharmed and made it to the treeline. She was worried, however, because just before making it to the trees, she spotted half a dozen vampires sprint out into the open, heading towards the prince. Unfortunately, she had no time to think about him. 
 
    Having narrowly avoided falling into the creek behind the treeline, Lilah hid behind a tree and hurriedly ripped off a pouch of her belt. She then sliced it open with her sword, spreading the silver paste all over her weapon. 
 
    Sprinting from tree to tree, Lilah made her way towards where the crossbowmen were. She quickly spotted two of them and charged the heavily clothed vampires. The two were already facing her, and both acted differently. One of them hip fired his crossbow, missing Lilah by a mile, while the other dropped his already fully loaded crossbow and clawed for the sword on his hip. 
 
    The closest vampire fumbled with his sword and ended up just ripping it off his belt with the sheath still on. Lilah fainted a cut and then, almost not believing that he actually fell for it, spun her sword around and decapitated the vampire. The other one quit reloading his crossbow and reached for his sword, but Lilah was already there. She missed the first strike as her opponent shied away from her but took off his foot on the follow-up and then easily finished him off. Her sword was slightly bent from having to cut through vampire bone, so she quickly grabbed one from the vampire she had just killed as a spare. 
 
    Lilah’s attackers were fallen, judging from the fleshy bleeding stubs where their heads used to be. Fortunately, while still as strong, fast, and tough as vampires, these fallen seemed to be less trained than the bunch of trainees she had trashed back in the citadel. At least the two she already defeated were. 
 
    She didn’t have much time to contemplate the sorry state of her attackers as more than a dozen vampires charged at her from further down their position. One fallen got ahead of the rest of the pack. Moments later, Lilah threw down her broken sword next to his severed head. 
 
    The following two were rather good, actually. Having no time to play around, Lilah accepted a heavy hit on her torso and lopped off her attacker’s head with her borrowed sword. Lilah’s wyvern scale armor took the hit well. It didn’t do much to mitigate the impact, but the blunt trauma healed in seconds. 
 
    The second vampire tried to stab Lilah under the armpit, aiming for the weaker armor. Lilah twisted in place, and the sword point skidded harmlessly against her back. In return, Lilah chopped her blade halfway into her opponent’s leg. Her borrowed sword must have been of fairly bad quality since the blade snapped off at the hilt. Lilah kicked her opponent, sending him tumbling to the ground. She then unsheathed her own shortsword and grabbed her buckler in her other hand. 
 
    Before she could finish off the wounded fallen who was on the ground, another attacked her wildly, forcing Lilah to fall back. That’s when the other vampires, not daring to come into melee range, fired their crossbows.  
 
    Five bolts penetrated Lilah’s chest at close range. Fighting through the pain of silver poisoned wounds, Lilah screamed and charged forward, only to see at the last moment that one of the fallen had picked up a large boulder and had thrown it at her. The impact knocked Lilah off her feet, smashing the bolts sticking out of her into splinters. Lilah tried to get back up immediately, but more bolts buried themselves in her chest. Then, finally, one bolt found her heart, and Lilah lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    How to kill a vampire, authored by Mark Knox, a Celusian bounty hunter. 
 
      
 
    “Once, I’ve heard someone say that man is the most dangerous prey. I haven’t laughed that hard ever since. If you want to know what the most dangerous prey actually is, then listen up, though I’m sure that most of you already know the answer. It’s vampires. 
 
      
 
    Have I ever killed a vampire? No, I’m a loner and not stupid enough to try to do so by myself. But I have talked to people who had, and they shared some of their wisdom with me. While vampires, those things, pretend to be civilized, all of them, sooner or later, give in and reveal themselves for what they truly are, man-eating monsters. So it is important to know at least how to kill them if you ever find yourself in the position to do so. 
 
      
 
    The most obvious and sure answer is sunlight. It is our biggest ally and their biggest enemy. If you ever have any choice at all, do not fight a vampire in the dark or in the shade. If one hides in a building during the day, burn it out. Wind mages actually have a favorite spell they always use on vampires. It’s a weak wide-area wind blade spell that shreds clothing, leaving any unarmored vampire to cook in the sun.  
 
      
 
    Now I’m sure that you’ve all heard about it, but a stake to the heart is a myth. It will not kill a vampire, even if it is solid silver. However, the myth is not without substance. If you damage a vampire’s heart or its brain badly enough, the vampire will fall unconscious. A normal stake might put the vampire to sleep for a few minutes while it regenerates, but if you get some silver in there, it will knock the monster out for a day or two. 
 
      
 
    Once you have the vampire helpless, you can move on to actually killing it. The best way is to drag it out into the sun or to cut its head off. That’s right, even a vampire can’t survive being beheaded, but it’s not something I recommend trying during a fight. Vampire flesh and bones are extremely tough, and you’ll need a nice big axe to chop through its neck.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah woke up to burning pain in her chest. Feeling as weak as a kitten, she tried to move but found that she could not. 
 
    Lilah opened her eyes and looked around. She was in a prison cell with rather thick bars and sturdy stone walls. She was also restrained, with chains binding her in multiple places, all thick enough to hold even a vampire. To her disgust, Lilah also noticed that she was stripped naked, a problem she was suddenly more worried about than even her imprisonment. Death was a normal thing, but being humiliated at the same time was something she was not looking forward to. 
 
    All of the crossbow bolts had been removed from her chest, but Lilah still felt the silver poison lingering in her wounds, weakening her and keeping her from healing. Her chest was a ripped-up mess, with the wounds raw and still wet. 
 
    Hearing a quiet moan nearby, Lilah turned her head enough to see the Aclax prince in the cell next to her’s. He looked uninjured besides the big lump on the side of his head, which might or might not be life-threatening. He was unconscious, though, which was definitely not a good sign. 
 
    Lilah spent the next half hour doing nothing but listening to the pain of her body fighting against the silver in her wound. Then, suddenly, a door creaked, and a man entered the room. A man or a fallen, it was hard to tell at a glance. He was strangely familiar, though. Lilah, who usually had no trouble remembering such things, struggled to recall where she had seen him. 
 
    Considering that he didn’t bring any light in, the man had to be a fallen. He walked lightly through the room, stopping in front of Lilah’s cell and staring at her. Now that he was looking at her, Lilah felt an even stronger sense of familiarity. 
 
    The fallen sighed. “It looks like you don’t recognize me, Lilah. It hurts.” 
 
    “Who are you then?” she asked. 
 
    “James Raelinn,” the fallen vampire said. 
 
    The realization hit Lilah harder than the boulder the fallen had thrown at her. There was no doubt. His face was exactly the same. But… he is supposed to be dead. 
 
    “But you’re dead,” she whispered, lost in the wild thoughts that were currently rampaging through her mind.  
 
    “Of course, they told you that lie,” he said. “I’m sorry that I’ve been absent for so long. The blood lord kept you in his citadel for so long. As soon as I heard that you were on the outside, I had to come to find you.” 
 
    “But the fallen killed everyone on the estate. I only barely survived. How are you a fallen now?” Lilah asked, still confused and lost. 
 
    “Stop saying fallen over and over. We are vampires just as you are,” her father said angrily. “I’m so sorry about what happened that night. It was all my mistake. After I was turned, I was still weak and disoriented.” 
 
    His shoulders slumped but he continued. “I wasn’t fast enough to save your mother. But I saved you, if only barely. Lilah, please forgive me. And join me. Nothing would make me happier if you joined me.” His voice was now manic. “The way the kingdom of Edkar treats their fellow vampires is not right, you hear me? Not right. It’s evil. We all could be so much better.” 
 
    “What…” Lilah tried to speak, but the fallen vampire spoke over her. 
 
    “There are so many bad people in the world, Lilah. There is no loss if we eat them. In Aclax, they feed us prisoners, so we’re doing no harm. Even now, on this base, we’re only eating bandits that we captured from Aclax. So, in fact, we’re making the world a better place. Lilah, we can coexist with humans just as well as any of the other vampires who just take sips from time to time.” 
 
    “You abandoned your morals and your duties as a vampire. I know that you knew all about it when you were still a human,” Lilah said, most of the turmoil in her mind now gone. 
 
    “Lilah, please don’t repeat that drivel they instilled into you in that citadel. Fight it, and see things how they actually are,” her father said. 
 
    Lilah strained forward in her chains. “I do see things how they are. Has it been almost a day since the last human that you’ve murdered? Don’t think I haven’t noticed the hungry glances you’ve been throwing towards the mage. He’s not human enough to feed you, but that primitive craving can not tell the difference. Fuck, you’d look the same way at an orc. You always wanted to find a way to fix the addiction, but it’s obvious that you’ve failed.” 
 
    “Lilah, my daughter,” James said. “I love you. You have to believe me. I’ll find a way to fight it, or better yet, remove it completely. That’s why I became a vampire. So that I could experience it directly. So that I could live long enough to figure it out. Meanwhile, we’re only eating those who would be executed anyway. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    Lilah relaxed, leaning back against the wall her chains were connected to. Then she looked away, staring at the corner of her cell. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” she said quietly. “My father died eighty-three years ago. You’re nothing but a fallen.” 
 
    The silence remained unbroken for a whole minute. Then Lilah heard footsteps as the fallen vampire that had talked to her left the room.  
 
    Since she was alone again, besides the unconscious prince, Lilah tried to brace against the wall and pull on the chains. After a moment she gave up. She was still too weak because of the silver, but either way, she was chained up in such a manner that would prevent her from getting any leverage. The system was set up to restrain a full-powered vampire, and Lilah didn’t see any weaknesses so far. 
 
    An hour passed. The prince still hadn’t regained consciousness, which was very bad. Lilah judged that he wouldn’t survive unless a water mage fixed him. As for herself, Lilah was feeling a bit stronger but still nowhere near top shape. 
 
    The door opened again, letting in James Raelinn. This time he was not alone. He was dragging a naked man by his arm. The fallen vampire opened her cell’s door and tossed the human inside right on top of Lilah. 
 
    “Eat him,” James demanded. 
 
    The human panicked. He couldn’t see anything in the complete darkness, but he could feel the cold, withered vampire flesh on his skin. Lilah made no move as he scrambled away. 
 
    James entered the cell, grabbed the human, and threw him at Lilah again. 
 
    “Lilah, you will eat him one way or another,” James demanded again, anger in his voice. “Don’t make me force you. But believe me, I will certainly do it if I have to. Then, you’ll have no choice but to come with me.” 
 
    The human scrambled away again, ran into a wall, and tried to hide in the corner of the cell. He was screaming the whole time. 
 
    “There is always a choice, though you’d be too weak to make the right one, fallen,” Lilah said. 
 
    James, who was already heading for the human, froze. He started to doubt that his plan of forcing her would work as he intended. That is unless he kept her locked up forever, which he didn’t want to do. 
 
    The door to the dungeon was suddenly slammed open, catching James in his moment of indecision. Another fallen ran in. 
 
    “Boss! There you are! We’ve been found!” he shouted. 
 
    “What? Who found us?!” James shouted in return. 
 
    “It’s those armored fuckers. The special forces!” the newcomer answered. “They somehow know where we are. There are storming the place as we speak. They already killed everyone at the entrance.” 
 
    “Shit!” James exclaimed. “Well, what are you standing around for? Gather everyone in the dining hall. Make sure everyone is armed. I’ll be right there. Go!” 
 
    The fallen ran out, leaving James in the dungeon room with Lilah. His face immediately lost the panicked look and became cold and calculating. 
 
    “I see. That’s why he sent you here. You’re just bait,” James said thoughtfully. “Last chance Lilah. Join me. Once everything changes, there won’t be any room left for those who stand against me.” 
 
    “Change? What will change?” Lilah asked. 
 
    James just stared at her for a moment before shaking his head. “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    He then shut her cell’s door, as well as the door leading into the room. James then approached one of the walls, braced himself, and pushed. With a screech, the wall shifted little by little before revealing a narrow opening into a tunnel on the other side. 
 
    With his escape route open, James pulled out his sword and walked back. Lilah had already mentally prepared herself for what was about to happen, but the fallen vampire passed her cell and entered the prince’s. Then, without hesitation, he beheaded the mage prince. 
 
    Lilah still gaped at the headless corpse as James entered the hidden tunnel and pushed the wall closed behind him. Nothing happened for a few minutes, then the door opened again, letting in the fallen vampire that had entered earlier. He quickly searched the room, calling for his boss the whole time. Finally, he asked Lilah where he’d gone, but she just shrugged in return. 
 
    The fallen paced back and forth, cursing the whole time. He’d already understood that their leader had abandoned him. Then, his gaze fell on the human still hiding in the corned of Lilah’s cell. He licked his lips, and while murmuring “might as well,” he opened the cell. 
 
    Lilah strained against her chains as hard as she could. The fallen glanced at her and laughed at her helplessness. Then, he pounced on the human. The man screamed and struggled, but his efforts were in vain, and his voice turned into a gurgle as fangs found his throat. The man continued to struggle, but the fallen wrapped himself around him, and there was no way to get him off. Quickly, the human weakened, his skin turning grey and his body taking on the characteristic squeezed-out look. However, in their struggle, the pair rolled close to Lilah. With her arms and legs chained up, there was only one weapon she had left. 
 
    Lilah lunged forward, sinking her fangs in the back of the fallen’s neck. The vampire screamed, letting go of what was left of the human and reaching behind himself. He grabbed at Lilah, trying to push her off.  
 
    Desperate to hang on, Lilah grabbed his arms, twisting and breaking them under her grip. The vampire tried to buck her off, but Lilah wrapped her legs around him, not letting go. Acting on instinct alone, Lilah kept draining the fallen. She was chained up, after all, and that was the only thing she could do. 
 
    Quickly, the fallen stopped struggling under her grip, and he himself turned into a drained husk, just as the human had. With nothing left to drain, Lilah let go and stood up. 
 
    Then, finally, the absurdity of the situation hit her. Lilah spun around to see a pile of torn and twisted chains behind her. She reached for it but froze when she saw her hand. It was soft flesh. Alarmed, Lilah looked down at herself and found much of the view blocked by her previously nonexistent breasts. 
 
    In absolute panic and confusion, Lilah looked herself over, touching everywhere. She had hair again and even eyebrows. No! This is impossible! She screamed internally. I’m not a fallen! I didn’t eat a human!  
 
    At that moment, the door to the room was kicked in, and armored vampires poured in. The spec ops soldiers called out that there was a fallen in the room and advanced on Lilah. They were apparently confused by her nakedness and were approaching carefully, not quite understanding if it was some kind of a trap or not. 
 
    “Wait! Everyone stand down!” One of them suddenly exclaimed. “Lilah Raelinn? Is that you?” 
 
    The vampires stopped, waiting. 
 
    “I remember you. I pulled you out of that massacred estate,” the soldier continued. 
 
    This finally snapped Lilah out of her stupor. “I’m Lilah Raelinn,” she said, crying uncontrollably. She then slowly lain belly down on the ground, surrendering. 
 
    “The daywalker has fallen!” 
 
    “She’s a fallen.” 
 
    “A daywalker. How could she.” 
 
    “Kill her.” 
 
    “Traitor!” 
 
    “Kill the traitor!” 
 
    “Kill her! Kill her! Kill her!” 
 
    “Enough! Everyone stand down! If anyone gets the pleasure of killing her, it will be the blood lord.” 
 
    Armored boots entered Lilah’s field of vision, and then a cold blade plunged into her back, finding her heart. Once again, unconsciousness claimed Lilah’s mind. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah woke up in a cell. Again. She was chained up. Again. Though she hurt less everywhere else, the pain in her chest was as pronounced as ever. Dreading what she would see, Lilah looked down at herself. 
 
    For the first time in her life, Lilah was happy to see the flat chest where she could distinctly see every rib. After the scare she had, the dried, rough flesh of a vampire was calming. Still, she couldn’t pretend that what happened was just a bad dream. 
 
    They will kill me, and I’ll deserve it, Lilah thought. I’ll go down in history as a disgrace and a traitor. A daywalker that became a fallen. Still, I didn’t eat a human, and vampires can’t feed on other vampires. Nothing makes sense. 
 
    Lilah remembered what happened when she drank a drop of the blood lord’s blood. That, at least, provided some peace of mind. If it was true that she could somehow feed on vampires, then she could squash the gnawing doubt in her mind. Deep down, she had been convinced that she somehow ate a human and just didn’t realize it or forgot about it. 
 
    What must have been hours later, a group of armored vampires walked into her cell. They disconnected the chains from the wall and dragged her out. Nobody said anything to her, so Lilah kept quiet.  
 
    As the soldiers dragged her through the hallways, Lilah was convinced that they would throw her into the sun. However, she soon recognized where they were going. They were heading to the same chamber where she became a daywalker. 
 
    The hallways were empty, with no other vampires or human workers in sight. There were no guards on the doors to the chamber. Inside, it was just as empty as the last time, with only the elders and the blood lord present. A secret trial, then. But why? 
 
    Lilah was pushed to the same spot she had stood in the last time and forced to her knees. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lilah,” the blood lord said suddenly. Despite the heavy clothing and the mask, Lilah had the feeling that he was weighed down by something. He seemed smaller than ever before. “If only I hadn’t come up with that stupid plan, you would still be safe here. I failed you, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There is no need to be sorry, Blood Lord,” Lilah answered. “You did not fail me.” 
 
    “But I did,” he said. “I sent you out specifically to lure out your father. And in the end, we failed to capture him. I didn’t plan to sacrifice you, but it turned out that even your sacrifice was for nothing.” 
 
    The blood lord leaned back on his throne. “I don’t know what they did to you to make you give in, or maybe your will was weaker than I thought. Either way, rest assured that I will not besmirch your name. You will be executed in secret.” 
 
    “Executed for what, blood lord? I have not fallen,” Lilah said defiantly. 
 
    There was a long heavy silence. Finally, it was the blood lord who broke it. 
 
    “Lilah Raelinn, are you claiming that my men lied to me? I know I always expect too much from the fallen, but can’t you finish your life with at least a bit of your dignity intact,” he asked bitterly.  
 
    “Blood Lord, I did not drain the human that was in my cell,” Lilah said. “The fallen who was there drained the human. While he was feeding, he got close to me, and I attacked and drained him. I did not drain the human. I only drained the fallen vampire.” 
 
    “There was a drained fallen in her cell!?” The blood lord raised his voice in question. “Why was I not told about this?!” The elders around him, meanwhile, exploded in hushed murmurs. 
 
    “Yes, Blood Lord. There was a drained corpse of a fallen in the cell,” a familiar voice responded. It seemed that the soldier to Lilah’s right was the same one that insisted on taking Lilah to the blood lord. The same one that pulled her out of the bloodbath that was the estate she grew up in. 
 
    “Damn it! Think!” The blood lord actually shouted this time. This was the most worked-up, by far, that Lilah had ever seen him. Lilah felt herself being crushed into the ground by his will and fell flat on the floor. The soldiers that were holding her took a few steps back, their knees buckling. 
 
    “She is one of the new types,” the blood lord finished more calmly. 
 
    Lilah heard gasps of surprise from behind her. Then, strong armored hands picked her up off the ground and set her back on her knees. This time, though, Lilah was surprised at how almost gentle they were. 
 
    “This situation is unprecedented,” the blood lord continued. “I guess it is possible that because the fallen had been feeding, you’ve somehow become a fallen yourself,” he said thoughtfully. Lilah, meanwhile, felt the chill of despair. She had not considered the possibility. 
 
    One of the elders left the group and approached the blood lord. He whispered something, and the lord nodded. 
 
    “Captain, go find a human servant. A dependable one. One that can keep their mouth shut. Bring them here,” the blood lord ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Blood Lord,” the familiar voice said. So my rescuer is the captain of a spec ops unit, Lilah noted. 
 
    The elders surrounded the blood lord, and they started whispering about something. Lilah, meanwhile, had no choice but to sit still. A few minutes later, the captain returned, leading an older woman. Lilah recognized her as one of the maids. 
 
    The woman's eyes widened at seeing Lilah naked, probably the first naked vampire she’d ever seen. Still, she didn’t show any disgust. Lilah thought that she saw pity in her eyes, which stung even more. 
 
    The captain led the human woman closer, moving slowly. Lilah dreaded the moment when the hunger would kick in, but it never did. The soldiers around Lilah held on to her chains tightly as the human woman came only a few steps away.  
 
    “Mary, could you please touch her? This is not an order, of course. You are free to refuse,” the blood lord said. 
 
    The maid didn’t say anything but reached out slowly until her hand rested firmly on Lilah’s cheek. 
 
    “Thank you. You are free to leave,” the blood lord said, and the captain escorted the woman out. 
 
    “Well then, that decides it. You’re not a fallen, at least not in the way we know it,” the blood lord declared. “We have to investigate this further. Captain, please take Lilah back to her cell and feed her a little. When you’re done, come back here. I have a mission for you.” 
 
    Lilah was escorted back to her cell, though this time, the soldiers allowed her to walk on her own two feet. Once back inside and securely chained up, the captain offered her a glass of fresh blood and helped her drink it. The soldiers watched her like hawks the whole time, but Lilah didn’t feel anything different while she drank. Apparently, they didn’t see anything suspicious either. 
 
    Quickly, boredom became Lilah’s worst enemy. Her wounds halfway healed after the first cup of blood. Then, they finished healing completely when she was fed again two days later. Now, completely pain-free, Lilah was left with only her thoughts. 
 
    She wasn’t worried about her fate. She’d resigned herself to death during the fight when she was captured, and it was too late to start worrying about it too much. She was now sure that she was innocent, and that knowledge put her at ease. Still, she hoped that her country would not toss her aside after it used her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    How to make a vampire. 
 
      
 
    “The most essential part of the process of turning someone into a vampire is the consent of the human. The human must consciously want to become one as they are being drained. Otherwise, nothing will happen, and they will simply die.  
 
      
 
    If such consent is obtained, the next step is for the vampire to almost drain the human. The key phrase is almost. Draining all the way will kill the human and turn the vampire into a fallen. If the human is not drained enough, then they will simply die. Because of this, the process is very risky for both the human and the vampire. 
 
      
 
    The next step is for the vampire to inject most of his own blood into the human. This process is extremely tiring for vampires, and they lose most of their power for about two days. The recovery cannot be sped up by more frequent feeding, and if the vampire tries to repeat the process within three days, they are likely to die. 
 
      
 
    If the process is done correctly, the human will turn into a vampire within an hour and will be at full physical power within a day.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Over a month after her secret trial, an armored vampire came by Lilah’s cell, carrying a bundle under his arm. The guards had switched up to treating her kindly, but this was a new development. 
 
    “Daywalker Lilah Raelinn, it’s good to see you again,” the familiar voice said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, captain, I never asked for your name,” Lilah said. 
 
    “It’s Alfred Dawnflame,” he responded. 
 
    Lilah smiled. “That's an interesting name. Captain, you said daywalker? Does that mean that I’m not dying after all? And I get to keep my job?” 
 
    “I don’t know all the details, but I do have this for you,” he set the bundle he was carrying on the ground and unwrapped it. It was mostly clothing, but in the middle, Lilah saw a mask, a ring, and a medallion. All bone white and with red sixes on them. 
 
    Wordlessly, the captain unchained Lilah and gestured to the clothing. He then went outside the cell to stand with his back to her. Lilah smiled with relief. It seemed that the trust in her was completely restored. 
 
    After quickly putting on the clothing, which turned out to be quite nice, Lilah left her cell and followed the captain. Once again, he led her to the audience chamber. This time, however, there were people in the hallways, and they happily greeted Lilah. It was as if the events of the past weeks had never happened. 
 
    The captain motioned for Lilah to go into the audience chamber while staying outside himself. Again, the chamber was not crowded, though Lilah spotted some interesting individuals this time. The blood lord was hosting an orc, a goblin, and a centaur. Lilah recognized them as ambassadors from the surrounding countries. However, the individual that drew the most of Lilah’s attention was a human. The ambassador from Celusia. If he was at the meeting, then it was serious. 
 
    The blood lord was seated on his throne, with the elders to his sides. Seats were brought in for the ambassadors as well, though they were seated some distance apart. The huge orc and his tiny goblin companion sat together on a couch. It was a bit too small for the orc and way too big for the goblin, whose legs barely hung over the edge. The human from Celusia got a chair, and the centaur remained standing.  
 
    “Ah, there she is,” the blood lord said. “Here is the witness you’ve been asking about.” 
 
    Gears spun in Lilah’s mind as the ambassadors turned to look at her. Or, more precisely, they looked at the white mask with the six on it. This explained why she was released in such a strange manner. The blood lord actually urgently needed her again. 
 
    A small part of her wanted to resist. To make a small gesture of defiance to pay back for the rough treatment. On the other hand, she was a daywalker, and she wasn’t about to risk lives for something so petty. Or maybe there was nothing important about the meeting at all, and she was misreading the situation. 
 
    Lilah was certain about one thing, however. The ambassadors wanted to hear her account of the Aclax prince’s death.  
 
    “Let me introduce Daywalker Lilah Raelinn,” the blood lord continued. “Lilah, please recount the details that led to the second prince’s death.” 
 
    Lilah greeted the ambassadors and launched right into the story. She, of course, did not mention what happened after the fallen that used to be her father left through the secret tunnel. 
 
    The first one to break the silence was the orc. 
 
    “Daywalker Raelinn, let me start by saying that I respect your clan,” the deep voice of the orc rumbled. He stood up and gave Lilah a polite bow. “I have read a lot of books on the subject of daywalkers. I also had the pleasure of meeting a few, including your predecessor. It would not be an exaggeration to say that your calling is perhaps the most honorable on the whole continent.” 
 
    The orc was huge, about half again as tall as Lilah and way wider. Just one of his arms was as thick as Lilah, though physically, she was still far stronger. The orc was bald, green-skinned, and had oversized lower fangs that slightly stuck out from beneath his closed lips. Orcs usually preferred to go around barechested and loved to sunbathe. In fact, while they ate a ton, it was still a bit less than their mass suggested since they could get some energy from the sun. This orc, however, was dressed in a tailored suit, and Lilah had to admit he looked kind of handsome in it, in a strange alien way. 
 
    His companion was a goblin woman called Dirgrenni. She was also green but of a lighter shade. She had long dark hair and long pointy ears. Like most goblins, she was very slim and half of Lilah’s height.  
 
    “Thank you, Ambassador Ugral the Proud,” Lilah bowed back. 
 
    The orc sat back down and continued. “Then I hope I make myself clear that I don’t mean any disrespect, but is there any evidence that it happened the way you said? Aclax is, very loudly, accusing Edkar of killing both the second prince and their king. They, of course, are not showing any evidence either, but the prince did end up dead in your territory.” 
 
    Did he just say that Aclax king died? What? Lilah thought. “I’m sorry, ambassador, I was imprisoned at the time, and I have nothing to give except for my testimony.” 
 
    “Let’s not forget that she is young and new to the job,” the centaur spoke up. “Untested, so to speak. Her words do not carry the weight of a daywalker just yet.” 
 
    The centaur, Thad Dustbringer, was an older individual. His humanoid half stood taller than even the orc, though he probably weighed a little less. The centaur’s chest was broader and thicker than a human’s, as he needed a set of lungs big enough to support his body. He wore a suit too, though he appeared uncomfortable in it. His horse half was covered by fabric draped over it. It hung down like a skirt, only showing his horse legs below the knee.  
 
    “Dear ambassadors,” the blood lord said. “Are you saying that you actually believe the propaganda that Aclax is pushing?” 
 
    “I do not,” the centaur replied immediately. 
 
    “Neither do I,” the orc, Ugral, said. “The incident with the prince does seem suspicious, but Edkar assassinating their king? I don’t buy it. They say they caught the killer. A vampire that they claimed was one of the infamous special operatives from Edkar. They claim that he confessed his crime and confessed that Edkar had the second prince killed. Then they immediately executed him.” 
 
    The orc shook his head. “None of our diplomatic staff was allowed to see this killed even from a distance, so we only have their word against yours. If I were a betting orc, I’d say that the crown prince got tired of waiting for the throne.” 
 
    “Well then,” the blood lord said. “Aclax has officially declared war on Edkar and is mobilizing its army as we speak. There are also darker rumors that our spies have reported on. I’m sure your own spy networks are no slouches.” The blood lord looked over the ambassadors. “Celusia has made itself quite clear with its actions. Where do the other countries stand?” 
 
    The question was redundant, Lilah thought. It was quite obvious what the neutral Marak was going to say, and the centaurs mostly just wanted to be left alone. The comment about Celusia’s actions was worrying, however. Would Edkar have to fight a war on two fronts? 
 
    “Blood lord,” unsurprisingly, the United Tribes of Kas representative spoke first. “Our nation does not share a border with the mages. We do not think that it is appropriate to insert ourselves in dealing with a nation that is not even our neighbor.” 
 
    But we’re your neighbor, and we’re the ones who apparently had war declared on them, Lilah indulged in some running commentary inside her own head. The damn centaurs never want to contribute to anything that doesn’t directly concern them. That, and there might still be some hard feelings towards Edkar for assassinating one of their leaders. Now that I think about it, they have plenty of reason to believe Aclax over us. 
 
    The Celusian ambassador stood up, and Lilah tensed in anticipation of what he was about to say. 
 
    “Blood Lord, Lady Daywalker, before I start, could you show me some skin,” ambassador Mirer Taldarne said. 
 
    Lilah felt disgusted by the request. There was no way she would do so, and she was already carefully picking out the words to politely tell him to shove it. She was shocked, however, when the blood lord took off his glove without a comment, showing the room a skeletally thin hand. Finding herself cornered, Lilah had no choice but to follow suit. 
 
    “Thank you,” the human ambassador said and then turned to face the other ambassadors and addressed them. “You all know that Celusia is not on friendly terms with Edkar. We quite publicly state that vampires should not rule over humans. However, you should know that we do not lose sight of what is truly important. As I’ve shown you just now, we can easily tell which vampires eat humans and which do not. Although I should remind you all that for all vampires, it is only a matter of time before they give into….” 
 
    “Give into their monstrous nature,” the orc, Ugral, interrupted mockingly. “Mirer, you say that every time we see you as if we haven’t heard you the first time. I’ve refuted your points many times. In fact,” the orc stood up, “I’m starting to think that you’re insulting my intelligence.” 
 
    The orc growled the last part, having talked himself into seeing the Celusian ambassador’s speech as a personal attack against himself. His suit creaked as his muscles bulged. Ugral took a step forward but stopped as a tiny hand grabbed him by his thigh. He instantly seemed to deflate and sat back down, where the goblin woman continued to soothingly stroke his leg. 
 
    “Right,” Mirer Taldarne continued, “I guess I should skip the preaching this time. What I was leading up to is this. We’ve all had trouble keeping up with the news since the Mages stopped servicing their portals in Edkar. A few hours ago, I received a report from Celusia, which confirmed what we were all fearing. Aclax has started to mass-produce vampires, and all of them are, as they are referred to here, fallen.” 
 
    Lilah, having been cut off from the outside world, was the only one in the room who was shocked by the news. Thankfully, she was wearing a mask. 
 
    “Blood lord, and fellow ambassadors,” he continued. “I am here to inform you that Celusia has officially declared was on Aclax. We are moving the troops that we have been mobilizing towards the Aclax border, and our aim is to eliminate the threat of the uncontrollable spread of predatory vampires there. Celusia also requests a temporary alliance with Edkar for the purpose of eliminating a common enemy.” 
 
    This development shocked Lilah even more than the previous news. 
 
    “I am not against the idea,” the blood lord responded. “We will discuss the terms later today.” 
 
    The ambassador bowed respectfully and continued. “I hope that Celusia’s decisive action is proof enough that what I claimed is true, but I’m sure that you will be getting confirmation from your own people soon enough. Do not be mistaken. This is an existential threat to humanity and everyone else. I hope that you will all take it seriously.”  
 
    With those final words, the man sat down. Meanwhile, Lilah looked around. The centaurs probably didn’t care. There was no human population in the United Tribes of Kas. Marak, on the other hand, had a sizable human population. The orc ambassador looked grim. 
 
    The response, however, didn’t come from him. A sweet high-pitched voice sounded for the first time in the meeting. 
 
    “Mirer, I can assure you that we do take the threat seriously,” the goblin said without bothering to get up. “We always take the security of our citizens seriously.”  
 
    With all the attention now on her, Dirgrenni continued. “This morning, I also received word from Marak, which included the instructions regarding our official stance on the matter. Marak has, for a long time, been demilitarized. There have been many generations of orcs since the last one had held a weapon. However, do not mistake this for a weakness. We continue to maintain a sizable stockpile of weapons.” 
 
    Oh no, Lilah thought. Please don’t say it. 
 
    “If Edkar and Celusia can not solve this crisis on their own,” the goblin continued. “And if it looks like the situation might spill out of control with fallen vampires multiplying their numbers freely, then we will arm the orcs again, and we will solve this problem ourselves.” 
 
    Having shocked the room into stillness, the goblin got up and motioned for the orc to follow. The two didn’t say anything else and walked out as if they owned the place. Marak has always been very friendly and polite in its dealings with Edkar. This, however, was a not-so-quiet reminder that Makar was bigger than all the other nations on the continent combined. The thought of millions, no, hundreds of millions of berserker orcs descending on any nation was nightmarish, even if their target would be Aclax. 
 
    The centaur ambassador, pale as a sheet, excused himself and hurried out of the chamber. Lilah got a distinct impression that the United Tribes of Kas might actually involve themselves for once. 
 
    The Celusian ambassador also didn’t look calm and collected anymore. After a quick promise to talk about what happened later, he also excused himself and hurried somewhere. With him gone, now it was just the blood lord, the elders, and Lilah left in the room. Then, the blood lord gestured to the elders, and they also left. 
 
    Being alone with the blood lord for the first time in forever, Lilah gathered her courage and walked up close to stand right in front of him. 
 
    “Before anything else, I have one question,” she said. “Was I ever actually the right vampire for the job? Or was I just a part of your plan to catch what used to be my father.” 
 
    “Why can’t you be both?” The blood lord answered immediately. “The best instructors of the citadel made sure that you were worthy. You did not disappoint them. Just because their pupil happened to be bait doesn’t mean that they didn’t work to prepare the best daywalker that they could.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Lilah said after a moment. “Though, my lord, you were much nicer during the trial. Now I’m just bait again.” 
 
    “That’s because then I thought that you were going to die,” he said. “Now, I’m sure that you will be just fine.” 
 
    “So, blood lord, did you free me just for the show?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I would have let you out in a month or three anyway,” he answered. “We’ve been conducting experiments with vampires similar to you. We have confirmed that once they eat a fallen, they regain their human form in the same way as if they ate a human. However, we have not spotted any side effects yet, except for them getting a bit excitable for a short time as they fed. The subjects actually became much stronger, but they didn’t try to harm anyone.” 
 
    “We are now sure that you have committed no crime and that you’re fit to return to your duty,” the blood lord continued. “I wanted to wait for some longer-term results, but the events forced my hand.” 
 
    The blood lord’s answers were exactly what Lilah had expected. She had a very long and very boring stay in the dungeon entirely to herself and had thought out all the possibilities. Her new abilities, of course, were intriguing and maybe even game-changing. Her strength was already ridiculous when compared to most opponents, and she didn’t see it making a big difference against them. Against other vampires, however, it would provide some advantages. 
 
    Next up, Lilah asked the blood lord about what she’d missed over the last month. A lot, as it turned out, but she had already pieced most of it together from the audience with the diplomats. 
 
    The plan to catch Lilah’s father fell apart. Nobody expected the fallen to have such a well-established base inside Edkar. Nor did they expect there to be so many of them. Everyone had always thought that, with their constant need for humans, the fallen would be easier to spot. 
 
    Literally within hours of the second prince’s death, the king of Aclax died as well. The crown prince took control immediately, and his mages allegedly captured the killer. Nobody had actually seen this killer, and the blood lord certainly did not send any assassins. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was impossible to credibly refute that the second prince’s death was not at the hands of Edkar. Most of the neighboring countries would have probably believed it if it wasn’t for the worrying rumors that overshadowed everything. It was said that the new king of Aclax was now working together with the fallen to bolster his army. Now, these rumors have been confirmed. 
 
    Everyone, except Celusia, trusted Edkar vampires to keep themselves in check. The fallen, however, were another story, and now nobody particularly cared if Edkar killed the prince or the king.  
 
    Shortly after taking the throne, the new king of Aclax declared war on Edkar, claiming the murder of his father as his casus belli. He also cited his brother’s murder and the kidnapping of a mage child for breeding purposes. By all accounts, the mages ate it up, and most of them were eager for war. So far, there have been a few skirmishes but no actual battles. 
 
    Celusia started moving troops shortly after the war declaration. However, to everyone’s surprise, they moved them to the Aclax border. Now, it seemed, they were at least temporary allies, which was a first. 
 
    “So what now?” Lilah finally asked. 
 
    “You will continue being a daywalker,” the blood lord said. “It is possible that I will call on you later in regards to a special mission. So I want you to stay on the Aclax border, and when the front line moves deeper into Aclax, I want you to follow it. Don’t stray too far from the action, and keep in contact so that you can be found when you’re needed.” 
 
    Lilah nodded in acknowledgment, and the blood lord continued. “For now, your mission is to safeguard the people of Edkar. Later you will deal with the Aclax humans. Protect them as well.” 
 
    “What help will I get to accomplish my mission?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “You’re not military, so I’m not putting military units under your command if that’s what you’re asking,” the blood lord answered. “You still have all of your daywalker authority, though. I’m sure that you can figure something out.” After a pause, he continued. “Only a portion of the vampire population is in the military. Most are independent, and many are of the adventurous sort. You can find enough fighters among them to support you on your mission.” 
 
    After discussing several more things, Lilah finally excused herself and left the chamber, leaving the blood lord alone. She was again a free woman, back in her position of almost unlimited authority as if nothing had happened. 
 
    There was nothing in the citadel for Lilah. So, with purpose in her steps, Lilah headed outside, into the deadly sunlight where she belonged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Account by a Fallen War survivor from Leefside of Ordor region. 
 
    “‘What’s your name, son?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s Mark, sir.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mark, you did well in making it out alive. Now, tell me what happened to your village. Leefside, was it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, sir. It was Leefside. We heard about the war, but the people were not overly worried about it, and most stayed put in the village. I stayed too. We were in the forest, out of the way. There was no reason why the mages would bother taking our village. Still, one evening, after sundown, the guards by the gates sounded the alarm. The mages showed up, a squad of around ten of them, along with maybe fifty human soldiers. They destroyed the gate and walked into the village, demanding for everyone to gather and submit to their new rulers. Everyone was confused because there were two of what were obviously vampires with the mages. Who else dresses that way? I had a bad feeling and snuck away from the crowd that gathered. I got on top of a roof of a nearby house and watched from there.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What happened then?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They were nothing like the good daywalker that visited us recently. While the soldiers were still surrounding the people, the vampires grabbed two out of the crowd. One, a woman, was resisting. She hit the vampire that was holding her. The vampire hit her back, and I could hear the sound of breaking bones from all the way where I was. Then, they took off their helmets, and underneath… Sir, they had human faces. They were fallen. They started eating the two people they took right there in front of everyone. The mage commander was yelling at them the whole time. He was saying that they were not supposed to do that yet. The crowd panicked. They were not completely surrounded yet, and they broke through the human soldiers that were leveling spears at them. Most ran for the northern gate that led deeper into the forest. I made my way to the stables by the southern gate, the one that the mages broke down. I took a horse and rode out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What about your family, Mark?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I didn’t have any family left in the village. Not after they tried to burn me at the stake.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They accused me of witchcraft, sir. The good daywalker, the sixth one, saved me and proved me innocent.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I see. Please continue.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘There is not much else to say. Riding at night was difficult. Near the end, I was pursued by a pack of those horned creatures, but a vampire patrol saved me. And now I’m here.’” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah walked past the guards and entered a smallish room with a window leading to the outside. She could see green grass on the other side of the window. Sunrays shot through the glass, drawing a deadly line on the floor. This time, however, Lilah did not hesitate as she stepped through the light, opened the door, and walked through. 
 
    Once outside, Lilah immediately turned off the paved path and walked on the short, neat grass toward a flower garden. The flowers were taller and different from what she remembered but beautiful nevertheless. This time Lilah did not resist her urges and got on her knees, burying her masked face in the flowers. 
 
    After a long, satisfying moment, Lilah got up and headed into the merchant quarters of the city. Her first order of business was getting some armor. Unfortunately, her wyvern scale suit was lost, and she couldn’t get anything as good on short notice. 
 
    She could get full plate armor. In fact, it would be better than anything else, even her previous wyvern scale. However, Lilah felt that she needed to be different. The image of a fully armored vampire warrior was famous and immediately recognized. Lilah, couldn’t just settle for the standard look. Still, she needed something that a mage couldn’t shred from afar. 
 
    Lilah stopped in her tracks, wondering why the daywalkers did not have a standard and very recognizable uniform. The masks were great, of course, but could be hard to spot. Do I dare to be the one who makes a daywalker themed uniform? Lilah thought. Sounds a bit conceited, but do I care? 
 
    Lilah started walking with a new pep in her step, thinking of ideas. She couldn’t get it done quite yet, with the war being a more pressing matter, but she was excited anyway. Her job’s color was white, but Lilah rejected a white uniform outright. Daywalkers walked everywhere, and white would stop being white very quickly. She would just end up looking dirty. 
 
    Lilah found an armorer and looked over the armor he had on hand. She quickly found a helmet similar to the one she had before and picked it out. Armor was more difficult to choose. Mail wasn’t quite good enough alone against mage wind blades since it still risked exposing bare flesh to the sunlight. Plate was ideal, but Lilah didn’t want it. Finally, her choice was made for her when she found a combination of scale and splinted armor that covered up all of her and fit her well enough that she didn’t have to get it refitted. 
 
    Feeling ready to take on the world, Lilah walked through the streets until she found a patrol of human guardsmen. Lilah wasn’t crazy enough to try to fight an inevitable mage raiding party by herself, so she planned to hire mercenaries to help her out. Who would know better about such troublemakers than the guardsmen? 
 
    The sergeant leading the guardsmen saw Lilah first and saluted. His men followed suit closely. 
 
    “Well met, guardsmen,” Lilah greeted them. “How goes your watch?” 
 
    “Calm so far, Lord Daywalker,” their sergeant said. “Only a brawl and a couple of drunks. Is there anything we can do for you?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. I have a couple of questions,” Lilah said. 
 
    Lilah described her needs, and the guardsmen huddled together, tossing out names and rejecting them. Finally, they settled on their recommendations. 
 
    The guardsmen recommended several groups of mercenaries. First was a small company called Midnight Owls. They had five members, all of them vampires. Midnight Owls had an excellent reputation and only hunted the fallen. The only problem was getting them hired. They were not expensive since they usually only dealt with villages and smaller towns where there wouldn’t be anyone to take care of the local fallen problem. However, they took only the one kind of job, so Lilah might not be able to hire them. 
 
    The second suggestion was the Twilight Crossbowmen, famous for their signature use of crossbows. They were a larger company, with twenty vampires and a hundred and twenty humans. They had a decent reputation and had been dealing with Aclax a lot. In fact, they were in Aclax fighting their bandit problem when they heard the news about a high-ranking mage being killed by a vampire. Sensing that trouble was brewing, their leader evacuated the company to Edkar. 
 
    Lilah liked both of the options. They would provide her with the manpower to take on small groups of mages and their creatures. The guards helpfully directed Lilah to where she needed to go, and she quickly arrived at the inn where the Midnight Owls were staying. 
 
    The innkeeper readily told Lilah which room the mercenaries were in. The five vampires rented only one room. They didn’t sleep and only needed somewhere to stay during the day. The inn provided windowless rooms for vampires, as well as rooms underground, where vampires could feel even safer. The Midnight Owls were staying in one of the underground rooms. 
 
    Lilah knocked on a door and waited. To her surprise, the vampire that opened the door wore only a shirt and pants. His face was not covered. Fortunately, Lilah wasn’t the only one surprised. The vampire gaped at her, or her mask, to be precise. 
 
    The mercenary vampire quickly composed himself and gestured invitingly. “Lord Daywalker, please do come inside. I apologize for our poor accommodations.” 
 
    Lilah saw the four remaining vampires sitting around a table inside the room. They had cards in their hands, and there were stacks of coins near each one. All of their faces were also uncovered. For a second, Lilah thought that they didn’t wear their masks because they were gambling, but these vampires were also lightly dressed.  
 
    There were two types of attitudes among vampires. Most did not like their appearance. However, there were always some who just didn’t particularly care. 
 
    Lilah, doing her best pretending that their dried corpselike faces didn’t bother her, greeted the vampires. Their alive human-like eyes following her only magnified the disturbing sight. 
 
    “Greetings, Midnight Owls. I want to hire your company. Can I speak to your leader?” Lilah asked.  
 
    “We are more of a partnership of equals,” the only female in the group said from the table. 
 
    “Also, Lord Daywalker,” another vampire added, “you should know that we only take one specific type of job. Hunting the fallen.” 
 
    “Do you specifically only fight the fallen, or do you take jobs that may lead to fighting the fallen,” Lilah asked.  
 
    The five vampires shared a look. “Well, Lord Daywalker, we have been known to take the latter type of jobs from time to time,” finally one of them answered. 
 
    Feeling that she needed to reel them in, Lilah decided to share some information. Though the rumors were bound to be already circulating, Lilah swore the mercenaries into secrecy. Then, she told them that Aclax started to mass-produce the fallen. The mercenaries had obviously heard about the war, but this was obviously news to them. Judging by their reactions, Lilah was now sure that the five vampires would end up fighting Aclax one way or another. 
 
    “However, if you don’t want to officially join the military, you can follow me,” Lilah continued. “I will be visiting the border villages to try to evacuate and safeguard them, but I will not be straying far from where the fighting is taking place, even if it moves deeper into Aclax. I can assure you that we will strike at the mages, and especially at any fallen we might spot at every good opportunity. That’s why I need dependable fighters. Are you in?” 
 
    Lilah left the inn with five vampires following her. They had put on their equipment, and Lilah was reassured that they were a successful and veteran outfit. They wore custom thick full plate that was dyed to a dark but not quite black color. Lilah saw numerous signs of the armor having been repaired, showing that they had taken part in some heavy fighting. 
 
    Lilah had shared her intention to hire more mercenaries, and the Midnight Owls approved. Twenty more vampires would make them a serious fighting force, and the humans were no slouches either. Most important, however, was that having human mercenaries on the team would mean that there was always some fresh blood close by. 
 
    The Twilight Crossbowmen had rented a whole barracks for themselves, and Lilah had no trouble finding them. Surprisingly, the company’s overall leader was a human man, Simon Riner. The grizzled man listened to Lilah’s request carefully and readily agreed. 
 
    Soon the company gathered their equipment, and Lilah got a chance to look them over. The humans wore cuirasses and were armed with heavy crossbows. Each man had a windlass on him, which was used to reload the over half-ton draw weight of their crossbows. The shooting speed was not great, but it was a powerful and accurate weapon. 
 
    The vampires had the customary full plate. In addition to the melee weapons, they also carried heavy crossbows, just as the name of the mercenary company suggested. They, however, did not carry windlasses. A vampire was more than capable of holding the stock with one hand and quickly pulling back the string with the other, which raised the fire rate immensely. 
 
    With her team assembled, Lilah left the city. The travel, unfortunately, was slow. Even with horses, the humans moved slowly. That and they had to sleep. 
 
    The country was amassing its might, and Lilah met several contingents of soldiers along the way. Using her authority, she was able to get the latest intel, though it wasn’t much. There haven’t been any major battles yet, but Edkar did already lose some ground. Unfortunately, with their teleport network, Aclax had a significant advantage in terms of logistics and troop movement. Edkar, on the other hand, had to walk the troops the old-fashioned way, which would take a lot of time since they were not positioned for an all-out war.  
 
    One of the mage armies was currently camped out not far from Ordor, which was where Lilah was traveling to. The mages did not have enough power to take the city. They settled for summoning hordes of creatures and sending them to die clawing at the city’s walls. They also scattered the creatures all over the countryside, devastating the poorly defended villages. 
 
    After traveling for a few days, Lilah considered abandoning the human portion of her small army. At the pace they were going, it would be over a month before they reached Ordor. With only vampires, she could make it in a week and a half. However, feeding twenty-six vampires was problematic and required more than just random villagers’ charity. 
 
    Lilah also sensed that the vampires of the Twilight Crossbowmen would be reluctant to leave their human comrades, and she didn’t have all that much control over them besides the fact that she was their employer. Lilah could tell them what their mission was but could only suggest how they should do it. Sure, a lesser mercenary company would do whatever she said, but Twilight Crossbowmen were not lesser in any way and would drop the contract if she pushed too far with orders they didn’t like. 
 
    That evening, when the group camped for the night, Lilah called a meeting. All five of the Midnight Owls were invited, as well as the leadership from the Twilight Crossbowmen. Lilah unrolled her maps and poured over them with everyone. Finally, after a lengthy discussion, they settled on a compromise that worked best for everyone. 
 
    The Twilight Crossbowmen would continue to ride towards Ordor at their best speed by themselves. Lilah marked down several potential locations where they would meet up with her when they finally arrived there. Which place they used would depend on where the frontline would be at the time. 
 
    Meanwhile, Lilah and the Midnight Owls would run and arrive where they were needed as soon as possible. The five fallen hunters were impatient from the slow travel and eagerly agreed to the plan. 
 
    As the night set in, Lilah and the Midnight Owls left the camp and ran into the darkness. They sprinted through the night and through the next day, only stopping in a village along the way to ask for food. 
 
    Vampire bodies, powered by the life in the blood they drank, were tireless. Despite the great effort of keeping up top speed for days straight, it was their minds that demanded rest first. On the ninth day of constant running, Lilah called for a stop. She and her companions needed to wind down a bit before they entered the contested territory.  
 
    Finally having some free time, Lilah talked to the Midnight Owls, trying to learn more about them. Their names were Emil, Sirius, Dorian, Heskel, and Mora. They were older than Lilah, all in the range of two to three hundred years.  
 
    The Midnight Owls was founded almost fifty years ago, and there were nine members of the company in its history. Emil, Heskel, and Mora were the original founding members. The other four of the founding members died in a mission that went very badly. Sirius and Dorian were relatively new, having only been on the team for five years. 
 
    To Lilah’s amusement, the scene she witnessed when she first saw them was not a coincidence. One of the rules they used for recruitment was that they didn’t accept prudes, a label Lilah resented. When asked why they said that they didn’t want to deal with the baggage. 
 
    Lilah took the comment personally, though she did her best to hide it. It was unfair, but she couldn’t say anything. The other five vampires were in the exact same boat as she was, but somehow they were able to let go of their useless human sensibilities. 
 
    It wasn’t as if she hadn’t spent days looking at herself in the mirror, trying to feel anything but disgust at the sight. Even indifference would have been a huge step, but it was one she found herself unable to take. 
 
    It was nighttime, and everyone but Lilah had taken off their masks. Heskel took out a deck of cards and invited Lilah to play with them. They were going to play poker, so she couldn’t keep her mask on. Caught between a rock and a hard place, Lilah insisted on being the dealer, hoping that they wouldn’t ask about her mask. 
 
    While dealing cards and listening to their friendly banter, Lilah’s mind wandered, and she found herself looking straight at her companions’ faces, though she had previously avoided it. They were inattentive and defenseless. It would have been easy to lead one away, and then with her added strength, she could… 
 
    Lilah stood up suddenly and set the deck down. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I need to take a walk,” she said. 
 
    “Are you alright, Lord Daywalker?” Mora asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m just worried,” Lilah answered immediately. “The mages have been pushed back a little, but we’re about to enter territory that had been contested at one point. I’m afraid of what kind of devastation we’ll see. We’ve all heard what those human soldiers had said yesterday.” 
 
    “We’re only stopping for a few hours,” Mora said. “Relax, nothing will change if we push ourselves past our limits.” 
 
    “Right. Still, I better go take a walk. You guys keep playing,” Lilah said and then walked away from the camp.  
 
    Having gone far enough that she was hidden from sight behind a treeline, Lilah dropped to the ground, her heart gripped by icy fear. She never had the courage to ask others if it was the same for them, but Lilah had those kinds of predatory thoughts often enough. This, however, was the first time she had those thoughts about other vampires. They were, after all, not on the menu until recently. 
 
    Fortunately, the thoughts were just that, and she could simply not act on them as long as she remained vigilant. It was nothing like being an actual fallen who seemed to change and no longer wanted to resist. Lilah had worried that she would develop the same irresistible draw to eating vampires, but while the thoughts broadened, they remained just that, thoughts. Besides, the blood lord did his experiments, and Lilah had to trust that they would have told her if they found something detrimental. 
 
    Another troubling development was that Lilah’s hunger now pointed at vampires as well. It was a weak feeling compared to the way that humans drew her towards them, but it was new, and Lilah didn’t like the implications. 
 
    Done feeling sorry for herself for the moment, Lilah got up from the ground and cleaned off the random debris that stuck to her. Then, she drew her short sword. 
 
    “Alright, come out before I come and get you!” She suddenly shouted, pointing her blade at a particularly dense patch of bushes. Two figures stood up, and Lilah immediately recognized the armor. 
 
    “I thought I told you guys to keep playing and stop worrying about me,” Lilah said. 
 
    Heskel’s voice answered her. “I’m sorry, Lord Daywalker. We were just checking up if our esteemed leader went to get a midnight snack. You never know with those who don’t take their masks off.” 
 
    “Now that’s insulting,” Lilah said. “You thought that the two of you would be enough if I were a fallen.” 
 
    The two armored vampires shared a quick look and then burst out laughing. Lilah immediately recognized the other one as Mora. 
 
    “Lady Lilah, you are fun for someone in such a high position,” Mora finally said. “Maybe we should spar sometime?” 
 
    “Sure, after the war,” Lilah replied. “We can’t waste our equipment on playing around right now. Anyways, while your caution is admirable, I would think that I was already beyond suspicion by now.” 
 
    “I apologize,” Heskel said. “Nobody was seriously suspecting you, Lord Daywalker. We would have seen the signs on the second day at the latest. However, you have been acting a bit weird….” 
 
    “Heskel, we’ve been running nonstop for more than a week. Everyone has been acting weird,” Lilah said. “Remember when you started singing to pass the time while we were running? And you wouldn’t stop?” 
 
    “What? I like singing. Was I really not any good?” He sounded actually hurt, but Lilah was sure that he was just pulling her leg. 
 
    The group spent some more time relaxing, and Lilah tried not to think about the benefits of eating her mercenary team. Then, before dawn, they set off again. 
 
    Lilah had a rough idea of how the war was going since she questioned everyone along the way who looked like they knew something. The sudden absence of portals slowed down the communication within the kingdom, but there were plans in place for such an eventuality. 
 
    The mages had pushed Edkar troops back along most of the front but had not yet been able to capture any of the major cities. Ordor, for example, was now behind the enemy lines and was besieged. The city had enough supplies for a few months and would not be able to hold out longer than that. However, it was not expected that the mages would be able to take it before starvation set in. 
 
    The biggest problem along the frontline was that the Edkar armies were outnumbered everywhere and were therefore forced to hole up in the cities and give ground. Even now, there has not been a single major battle. Because of the numerical disadvantage, the vampires did not accept battle during the day. They would have gladly attacked at night, but the mages did their best to avoid that.  
 
    While the mages did not see in the dark any better than humans, the creatures they summoned saw in the dark as well as vampires did. Aclax’s strategy so far had been to summon up armies of creatures in the evening and to send them rushing deeper into Edkar. Because of this, the vampires had been forced to disperse their forces and fight the summoned creatures at night. This did not directly protect the mages against a night attack, but it worked anyway. Edkar was forced to dedicate most of its vampires to catching the summons or leave the whole countryside to be slaughtered. What little vampires were left over did not dare attack with a small force since it was now confirmed that there were fallen in Aclax’s armies. Not many, but still enough to make small hit-and-run attacks very difficult.  
 
    The snippets of news from the captured territory were not good either, and Lilah was worried that she would find only devastation perpetrated by the hands of the fallen or the claws of the summoned creatures. She was not sure which eventuality was better. 
 
    The mages could only summon one kind of creature. Lilah had never seen one in the flesh but heard plenty of descriptions. They were humanoids, about a meter and a half tall when standing up. Despite being capable of standing upright, they preferred to run on all fours. The creatures’ skin was dark purple in color. They had five small horns on top of their heads and oversized mouths filled with needle-like teeth. The summoned creatures’ weaponry also included large retractable claws on both the legs and their hands. 
 
    Besides the night vision, the summoned creatures were actually not that tough. Nor were they smart. One on one, an armed unarmored human with some training had a good chance of taking one on. The problem started, however, when there was a group of creatures, which there always was. The summons were vicious, relentless, and knew no fear. Their usual tactic, or absence thereof, was to swarm forward and overwhelm their prey. This made it impossible for human soldiers to fight the creatures without taking serious casualties. 
 
    The summoned creatures, however, had many downsides, which was why they were never actually used outside of war. While they did not attack the mages, they were extremely aggressive towards every other living thing, including the horses the mages rode. Additionally, they could not be commanded. As Lilah understood it, the only thing the mages could do was to summon them up and then send them swarming in a particular direction. Useless in everyday life, but perfect for total war. 
 
    Fortunately, there was also some good news. Aclax’s forward progress had been halted everywhere, and a large portion of its armies had been pulled away from the front with Edkar. People speculated that Celusia was doing well on the second front and that Edkar would be able to readily push out the mages after additional forces reached the fighting. 
 
    As they ran, Lilah and her group spotted and were spotted by more and more small vampire patrols. The patrols were the net that kept the creatures from breaking further into the country. In the evening, Lilah saw the first sign of the damage that the war was causing to her people. 
 
    As they ran, the group spotted a village that looked, from a distance, to be filled with activity. The village was about a hundred fifty houses large and, like most that were located deeper into the country, unwalled. 
 
    As they approached, a patrol of armored vampires left the village and intercepted Lilah and her mercenaries. The soldiers recognized the white mask from a distance and were excited to see a daywalker.  
 
    As the soldiers escorted them to the village, they shared the local news. 
 
    “Did you say the horned ones?” Lilah asked, having heard a term she was not familiar with. 
 
    “Yes, mam,” the soldier replied. “The horned ones or just horned is what we started to call the creatures the mages summon. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Lilah said. “I always thought that it was weird that they didn’t have an official name.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the soldier then continued. “So a group of horned ones broke through the patrol screen last night and assaulted a smaller village southwest of us. By the time we were able to exterminate the beasts, a quarter of the population was already dead, and another quarter was injured. Luckily some of the people had evacuated beforehand, so the casualties were not as great as they could have been. We forcefully evacuated the rest of the population here. I wouldn’t have believed it before, but there were plenty of people who refused to leave even after their neighbors were slaughtered.” 
 
    There were tents in between the houses with injured human soldiers as well as the injured villagers. The air was filled with moans and screams of the wounded. Just nearby, Lilah saw a doctor setting up to amputate a soldier’s mangled leg. 
 
    Just a year ago, Lilah would have never thought that she would be a daywalker. When she received the mask, she could not have even imagined that she would be failing at it this badly.  
 
    What was that score I was keeping? Lilah thought. Was it like two wins and two losses the last time I added to it? Lilah counted the wounded people she could directly see as she walked through the tents. So this makes it two wins and thirty-seven losses. I could sure use some wins right now. It’s a good thing I don’t sleep or dream anymore. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker?” Heskel’s voice asked from behind her. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Spread out and talk to the people,” Lilah ordered. “Find out what’s going on in the region. We’ll meet on the western edge of the village in an hour. Then? We will take the fight to the enemy, whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Siege of Ordor, lieutenant of the city defenders, Forvil Metsk - Day 5. 
 
      
 
    “Today, on the fifth day of the siege, marks the third full-scale attack of the Aclax forces against the city of Ordor. Despite the enemy fire, there were no casualties in my unit. Unfortunately, I cannot say the same about others, especially the ballistae crews.  
 
      
 
    The enemy learned from the previous failed assault where we inflicted severe losses on their forces. This time the mages themselves stuck out their necks and moved to just outside arrow range of the city walls. There, combining their magic to achieve greater effect and range, they exchanged fire with the ballistae emplacements on the walls. Our ballistae and trebuchet crews fought valiantly and inflicted significant casualties on the mages. However, by the end of the day, all of the ballistae were destroyed, leaving us only with the trebuchets that were located behind the walls. 
 
      
 
    I will continue to write about the events of the Ordor siege until the day when the invaders are destroyed. Death before dishonor.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah found a large boulder outside the village, and now she and her mercenaries were taking turns drawing on it. 
 
    Three distinct mage armies were attacking the region. One was almost directly west of Lilah’s current position, between her and Ordor. The other two were laying siege to the city. Ordor was still holding on, but there hadn’t been any contact in a while since the city had run out of messenger birds. 
 
    The closest mage army was about eighty thousand strong, with about five thousand of them being mages. The number of fallen in their ranks was unknown. The two armies besieging the city were of similar size each. 
 
    Edkar had about a hundred thousand thousand troops in the area, but they were mostly dispersed and screening the rest of the country from the hordes of summoned creatures, the horned ones as the military started calling them. 
 
    The mages had plenty enough strength to keep pushing forward, but it seemed that they did not have the logistics to do so. They had the portals they used to move supplies around their own country, but on Edkar soil, they had to rely on old-fashioned supply wagons just like everyone else did. 
 
    The vampires had exploited this weakness to the maximum. The border forts, which had about two hundred vampires in each one along with their human comrades, did not accept battle with the invading mage armies. Instead of bravely but briefly holding back the enemy, the forts’ soldiers retreated and hid in the forests and the countryside. The mages pushed on past the forts to siege Ordor, and now they had over a thousand angry vampire soldiers running around behind them and torching most of the supplies they tried to get to the front line. The forts’ human defenders were safely hidden away, most of their strategic value being in the form of blood supply. Meanwhile, the vampires were too fast for Aclax’s cavalry to catch and were free to terrorize their supply lines. 
 
    Another piece of good news was that reinforcements were on the way. Two of Edkar’s armies were on the way to the Ordor region. The exact composition was unknown, but Lilah knew that fifty thousand was the standard, with two thousand of them being vampires. The first army would arrive in about three weeks and the second a week after that. Once that happened, Edkar could start their counterattack. 
 
    The final piece of good news was that it looked like the mages were not going to get any reinforcements. Mages, as a whole, viewed humans as lesser, and in Aclax, they were second-class citizens. This was why when the first major battle of the war was joined, and an Axlax army was smashed to pieces by an all-human army of Celusia, Aclax's command was shaken to the core. Previously they had given most of their attention to invading Edkar, but now most of the reinforcements were being funneled to their second front. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker, what’s the plan?” Mora asked after they shared all the information they had gathered. 
 
    Lilah looked at the crude map they had drawn on the boulder. Then she pointed to a spot and added a dot there. 
 
    “Barewich, a small town with walls. It’s in the contested territory, but it’s out of the way. Also, I hear that they had a garrison placed there,” she said. “I suggest that we check it out and see how they are doing. Then we will move further west. This will take us closer to the enemy army. We need to see what happened to the villages there as well as to those closer to the border.” 
 
     After destroying their drawings, Lilah and the Midnight Owls acquired some extra weapons from the soldiers in the village. Luckily there was a large stockpile of arms and armor there since vampires tended to break theirs often. Lilah picked out a second two-handed sword and strapped a bunch of anti-vampire daggers to herself. The steel of the daggers’ blades were coated with silver. It wasn’t quite as good as the paste since it didn’t leave silver residue in the wound, but it was still much better than simple steel. 
 
    Then, for a long moment, Lilah thought about her armor. The relatively peaceful job of being a daywalker might have allowed her to choose looks over function, but the battlefield would not.  
 
    With a sad sigh, Lilah abandoned her scale armor and started picking out the pieces of plate that fit her best. It was far from ideal, but even ill-fitting plate was better than anything else. While the full suit of normal human plate armor weighed about twenty kilograms, the lightest that the famous Edkar vampire armor got was a hundred kilograms. The heaviest was about two hundred, which still allowed a vampire to run at full speed at the cost of having to eat more often. 
 
    Lilah chose a heavier suit. After picking out the parts that looked like they would fit her best, she wore a thick doublet gambeson and then, with help from Mora, equipped her new armor. 
 
    Human armor, barring the best quality suits, usually left the armpits, the insides of the elbows, and the backs of knees relatively lightly defended with mail, if defended at all. It was difficult to properly armor the joints while allowing for mostly unimpeded movement. Edkar, however, spared no expense while equipping their vampires. The armor Lilah now wore left no obvious gaps for the enemy to exploit besides the very difficult target of the thin visor slit of her helmet. The helmet severely limited sight and hearing, but it was difficult to get through, even for a vampire. 
 
    With everything ready, the group departed from the village. It was already evening, and the sun was almost touching the horizon. This was precisely the time when the mages would be summoning up their creatures. 
 
    Fall was in full swing, with trees already having lost many of their leaves. As interesting as the sight was, the obvious passage of time worried Lilah. The first snows were not that far away, and they would make everything more complicated. More so for their enemy but also for all the displaced civilians. 
 
    It was after sunset that Lilah heard a cackling sound in the distance. The vampires, Lilah included, stopped and looked in the direction of the sound. 
 
    “It’s the horned ones,” Mora said after a moment. 
 
    “Looks like around fifty of them, and they are coming straight for us,” Heskel added. The creatures were hot, standing out against the cooler night surroundings. 
 
    “Can we take that many?” Mora asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah responded immediately. “Have you guys ever fought these before?” 
 
    “No, Lord Darwalker, we have not,” Heskel answered. 
 
    Lilah noticed that Heskel had drawn his greatsword and shook her head in disapproval. She didn’t touch her own large weapon and instead drew a dagger. She also noticed that Dorian, one of the quieter members of the group, drew a dagger. 
 
    “I have,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “Ok, correct me if I’m wrong then,” Lilah said. “I haven’t fought them myself, but I have been taught about them. What is going to happen now is that the horned ones will swarm over us. There is no point in trying to keep them at a distance with a long weapon. They know no fear or self-preservation and will blindly rush forward. They will knock us to the ground and will try to rip us apart with their claws and teeth. Don’t resist and allow yourselves to fall on your backs. Trust in your armor and keep stabbing them until they are all dead.” 
 
    Heskel glanced towards Dorian, but the other vampire only nodded. With a sigh, Heskel put away the big sword and pulled out a dagger. 
 
    The vampires lined up at about two arm's lengths from each other, ready to meet the enemy. They didn’t have to wait long as the pack of creatures ran at them at full speed. Then, all a once, a wave of violent flesh and claws hit them and knocked them over. 
 
    Lilah fell on her back, and the chaotic mass of creatures tried to rip her apart. Their cackle was deafening, and their claws screeched against the metal of her armor. Lilah grabbed one of them with her free arm and stabbed it deep with her dagger. She then dragged the blade through its flesh, cut it open, and tossed it aside. Multiple horned had already clamped onto her arms with their toothy mouths. The creatures were pulling on her arms and legs and were trying to flip her over, but she was too strong and too heavy. 
 
    Lilah grabbed them one by one and cut them open. The fourth one dropped a steaming pile of guts right on Lilah’s face. The blood leaked through the visor, obscuring vision. It didn’t matter since there was always another one right on top of her, and she could find them by touch.  
 
    On her eighth disemboweled horned one, Lilah reached for another but couldn’t find any. There was still something gnawing at her leg, so Lilah sat up and grabbed the squirming creature, roughly cutting it open with her dagger. After throwing the monster aside, she protectively covered her head with both arms and unlatched her visor. Carefully lifting it up, she tried to get the blood out of her eyes. 
 
    Able to see again, Lilah closed the visor and stood up. Two members of her group were also already standing, and Lilah worked with them to kill the remaining creatures that were still attacking the others. 
 
    Heskel was the last one they pulled out of a pile of still twitching creatures, and he was cursing the whole way up. Lilah saw two stubs of broken-off claws sticking out from his visor’s slit. Apparently, the claws were thin and long enough to go through and injure him. 
 
    Emil and Serius helped Mora take off one of her gauntlets. Once her hand was free, she grabbed onto the claws and yanked them out of Heskel’s eye. Now that it was no longer obstructed, he lifted up his visor. His eye was completely ruined, but Lilah could already see the flesh in the wound writhing. 
 
    “Feels like a normal wound,” Heskel confirmed what she suspected. “I’ll be good in a few minutes.” 
 
    Nobody else in the group was injured. Many of the creatures were still alive, though none of them were in a state to continue attacking. The grass around them was red with blood, and so were the vampires. Lilah licked at her lips with interest but immediately regretted it. The horned one’s blood was the most disgusting thing she had ever tasted. 
 
    The group used grass and fallen leaves to clean themselves off the best they could, but they couldn’t get everything that soaked through the gaps in their armor. The thought of what she would smell like in a day or two disgusted Lilah, and the worst thing was that she would probably have to remain in her armor for much longer than that. 
 
    “Damn, we can’t let humans fight these things,” Heskel commented, pointing at the lattice of scratches that covered his armor. “If we weren’t armored, those things would have ripped us apart too.” 
 
    “If you ever find yourself unarmored, just outrun them.” Lilah started. “Then, take them out at range. Even rock will do. But yeah, armored vampires are about the only effective counter we have for these creatures.” 
 
    Leaving behind a pile of corpses, the group moved on. While traveling through the countryside, they investigated a couple of abandoned farmsteads and one that was burned down but found no survivors hiding nearby. 
 
    About halfway to the town, the group ran into more enemies. Mora was the first one to spot them. 
 
    “There’s someone in the field southwest of us,” she said suddenly. 
 
    Lilah looked to where she was pointing and spotted a group of figures walking through the field. Then, suddenly there was a commotion, and the group changed course to head straight for where Lilah was, picking up speed. 
 
    “I think they see us,” Lilah said. “I’m counting ten.” 
 
    “I see ten too,” Mora confirmed. “Definitely vampires judging by how fast they are running. Not ours, though. The armor is not right.” 
 
    “Must be the fallen,” Emil, a quiet member of the team, spoke up suddenly. There was heat in his voice. 
 
    “That’s bad if they already have enough of them to send out on patrols like this,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Do we fight? Or do we run?” Mora asked. 
 
    “We fight,” Lilah said. “Unless you think we can’t take them?” 
 
    “Oh, we can,” Heskel spoke up. “Besides, if these are fresh fallen, then they probably have almost no training.” 
 
    The Midnight Owls drew their greatswords, and Lilah followed suit. The enemy fallen wore plate armor, so the swords would not be very useful. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Heskel said. “They are armed with swords and shields. Though, one of them has a big two-handed mace. Or is that a sledgehammer?” 
 
   
  
 

 “I’ll take that one,” Lilah said. “Looks like they didn’t produce weapons that would fit the fallen, so they are using human equipment. Look, they are wearing standard human armor. Alright, it’s time! Charge!” 
 
    Lilah and the Midnight Owls countercharged the enemy. Lilah aimed for the one with the sledgehammer and ran at him with her sword raised above her head. Immediately, she saw that two of the fallen were aiming for her. 
 
    The fallen with the sledgehammer swung the weapon in a diagonal strike aiming for her shoulder. He was surprised, though, when Lilah sped up, and only the handle hit her. She kept plowing forward and rammed him in the chest with her shoulder, sending him tumbling to the ground. 
 
    Her second opponent swung low, aiming for the side of Lilah’s knee. She ignored the attack and mirrored his swing. The smaller sword struck Lilah first, slamming into the armor on her leg. Lilah’s much heavier blade struck a moment later with a crunch. Her opponent’s leg buckled, and he fell to one knee. 
 
    Lilah let go of her sword, batted aside the shield, and grabbed her opponent’s helmet with both hands. He grabbed onto her arm, but Lilah braced against him with one leg and ripped the helmet off. A surprised and scared human-looking face looked back at her, confirming that it was a fallen. 
 
    Lilah ripped a dagger off of her waist but was forced to jump to the side as a sledgehammer sped through the space she was just standing in. She then spun around and slammed her dagger into her opponent's side with all of her strength. The stiff triangular blade punched through the thinner human armor, like through butter. The injured fallen howled with pain, and Lilah kicked him away.  
 
    Next, Lilah charged at the helmetless fallen, who had already pulled out another weapon, a one-handed mace this time. The fallen swung at her and, once again, Lilah accepted the blow. Even despite the vampire strength driving it, the mace uselessly bounced off of Lilah’s thick breastplate. She, meanwhile, ran into the fallen and knocked him to the ground, falling on top of him and trapping his shield between their bodies. Her left hand was now holding onto the fallen’s head, and she slammed the dagger she held in her right hand into his skull. 
 
    With one opponent neutralized, Lilah turned to meet the sledgehammer wielding fallen again. She sidestepped a large overhead swing and kicked the legs from under her opponent. He clattered to the ground, and Lilah slammed her dagger through the backplate of his armor right into his heart. 
 
    Done with her immediate attackers, Lilah looked around at how the others were doing. Mora was attacked by one fallen and currently had him on the ground, stabbing at him with a dagger similar to Lilah’s. Emil was also attacked by only one opponent, and had already taken him out. Now he was helping Heskel, who had been fighting two. 
 
    Both Dorian and Sirius were still fighting two each, but it looked like they were easily holding their own. Lilah picked up the sledgehammer off the ground and approached Sirius, who was closer to her. Coming up from behind, she swung with all of her strength, striking one of the fallen in the back. The sledgehammer’s handle shattered into splinters in her hands, but the backplate she struck caved in, and the fallen dropped to the ground. 
 
    Sirius pushed forward, Driving the remaining fallen away from the one Lilah had attacked. Lilah, meanwhile, ripped the helmet off of the fallen she had struck down and drove her dagger into his skull. Looking around, everyone had their situations handled, so Lilah walked over to pick up the sword she dropped. It was still serviceable, and she returned it to its sheath. 
 
    All of the fallen were downed. Emil, not saying anything to anyone, took a hatchet off his belt and started hacking off the heads of the fallen. He paused next to one of the fallen that Lilah neutralized and looked at her questioningly.  
 
    “Do you want it,” he asked. 
 
    “No, you can finish him,” Lilah replied, wondering what his story was. He seemed very eager to kill fallen, more so than was normal. 
 
    “Search them for anything interesting or useful,” Lilah ordered. “Then let's move before we draw any more attention.” 
 
    Lilah happily frisked one of the fallen she killed but found nothing of note. It didn’t matter. She now knew what her people were capable of, so the whole affair was very much worth it. Plus, she got to kill a bunch of fallen.  
 
    Though, as Lilah thought about it, she realized that she couldn’t quite hate these fallen as much as she did the ones she’d met before. These newly minted vampires had no choice but to fall and were forced into failure from the start. They agreed to it, of course, but Lilah wondered if they actually understood what they were agreeing to. 
 
    The group moved on and managed not to get attacked again for the rest of their journey. They made it to Barewich in about half an hour. The sight was not pretty, but Lilah did not know if it was hopeful or the opposite. The walls still looked intact, but even from a distance, she could see piles of what must have been horned ones under them.  
 
    “How do we tell if it’s in enemy hands?” Mora asked. 
 
    “We go talk to them and hope,” Lilah said. “I don’t see any significant damage on the wall. Hopefully, it was just the horned, and they managed to hold them off. These things can climb really well, you know.” 
 
    As they approached, Lilah saw movement on the wall. Since they were spotted in the complete darkness, it was safe to assume that there were vampires on the walls. Hopefully, it was not the fallen.  
 
    Now that they were within crossbow range of the town, the ground around them was littered with corpses of the horned ones. Lilah noted that the smell was not too bad, indicating that the bodies were fresh. This pretty much convinced her that the town was still in friendly hands. 
 
    Lilah’s visor was up, and someone on the wall spotted her mask soon enough. After some yelling back and forth, the group was invited to enter the town. The gate was barricaded shut, so Lilah had to climb the wall using a rope they dropped for her. 
 
    The defenders were happy to see a daywalker, though they were a bit discouraged to find that she didn’t bring help. The situation in the town was getting difficult. It originally housed about twelve thousand people. Some of them evacuated when the war started, but this was more than offset by the villagers from the area seeking shelter behind its walls. According to the defenders, there were now about thirty thousand people packed into the town. Fortunately, farmers tended to be resourceful about things like this, and most of them had brought as much food with them as they could, so it actually wasn’t a problem. However, rising tensions and spreading disease were starting to undermine the town’s morale. 
 
    The defense itself was going fairly well, and the town had sustained casualties only on the first night that the horned attacked. Back then, all of the defenders were up on the walls, and the horned had climbed up, mixing in with the humans. They killed just over fifty and injured many more. Since then, the defenders have adopted a different strategy. The town currently had about forty vampires in it. Each evening the vampires, armored to the best of the town's ability, would go out and meet the horned ones under the walls. The summoned monsters were very single-minded, which kept most of them occupied with the vampires while the humans killed them with arrows and crossbow bolts. 
 
    Unfortunately, while a dozen of the vampires had their own armor, the others were not affiliated with the military, and the small town could not properly equip them. Because of this, there were some heavily injured vampires every night. They could heal quickly when fed fresh blood, but it was still a horrific experience, and there were already seven vampires who refused to step outside the town’s walls after they were ripped to shreds when they did. They were civilians, and Lilah could not fault them. In fact, she was proud that they had put their bodies on the line to protect their fellow people. 
 
    After dawn, the town woke up, and the humans got to work. All of the corpses outside the walls had to be removed. Lilah, after a quick tour of the town and several rousing speeches for the humans, watched over the work from the wall. 
 
    “What now?” Heskel asked, coming up behind her. 
 
    “We will leave in an hour,” Lilah said. “We need to visit the surrounding villages, the ones that were not evacuated into the town. We also need to organize a delivery of supplies and weapons to this town.” 
 
    “Back on the road, huh?” He said absentmindedly. 
 
    Lilah smiled. “We’ll be running around, sticking our fingers into the side of a leaking barrel for a while yet. I hope Ordor can hold on until our armies finally arrive.” 
 
    “So we get to kill all the fallen that we can find for the next month?” Heskel said. 
 
    “You guys all have one-track minds,” Lilah laughed. 
 
    “That’s why you’re the daywalker, and we’re just fallen hunting mercenaries,” he said. “Still, I’m worried. I talked to the people a bit, and some say that the mages have been rounding the villagers up and marching them towards their army. I’m worried that they are using them as food.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “They have no idea what they are doing. I don’t know what their new king was told, but he doesn’t understand what he has unleashed. Things will go bad soon enough, and none of us will like it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Siege of Ordor, lieutenant of the city defenders, Forvil Metsk - Day 15. 
 
      
 
    “Every evening, the city is assaulted by hordes of summoned monsters. They are as numerous as the stars in the night sky and more vicious than anything that belongs in this world. Mountains of their corpses have long since hidden the base of the city wall. Could it be that the mages plan to eventually make a ramp of rotten meat and walk up to the top of the wall? 
 
      
 
    To my great shame, I do not fight these creatures. When the enemy swarm is sighted, all humans retreat from the walls. The vampire defenders remain on top and take it upon themselves to keep the beasts at bay. Their bravery once again reminds me why we consider vampires as our brothers.  
 
      
 
    Today marks the largest assault on the city so far. Instead of following their usual pattern, the enemy summoned up their creatures in the morning. A mix of their mage and human troops then advanced behind the horde. 
 
      
 
    We were called up to the wall before all of the creatures were dealt with. I, along with my men, fought directly with the creatures for the first time, and I am proud to say that I killed three of them with my halbert. 
 
      
 
    The mages had constructed a large number of ladders, as well as a dozen siege towers. Our trebuchets managed to stop four of them before they reached the city walls, but the others pressed on. I led my men against the troops assaulting from one of the towers, holding our section of the wall despite casualties. 
 
      
 
    The mages thought that they were clever, but their intentions had been transparent for a while now. The honorable Duchess Wizaya had foreseen the attack. During the previous night, the vampire defenders had stealthily left the city walls and buried a large portion of the city’s oil supply amongst the corpses at the base of the wall. The duchess, in her wisdom, waited for the mages to fully commit to the attack before ordering the oil set alight. I swear that, at times, the fire reached the top of the wall. The screams of burning mages were music to our ears. 
 
      
 
    Out of the hundred men put under my command, eighty-six remain capable of fighting. Ordor stands another day, and it will continue to do so as long as any of us are alive.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Since Lilah departed in the vague direction of the enemy army, the first few villages she visited along the way were empty. These were the villages on Lilah’s list whose people had taken shelter in Barewich. It was obvious that someone had gone through the houses and had looted some of them, but at least the people still had something to return to. 
 
    On the way to the next village, Lilah and her companions were attacked twice by small wandering groups of horned ones. There were only about twenty of the beasts total, and the vampires had no trouble dealing with them.  
 
    The first of the villages that were not on the list turned out to be a chilling sight. There were corpses on the streets, or at least Lilah was sure that they had been human corpses at some point. The horned ones did not actually eat those they killed. They simply clawed and bit until there was nothing but a mangled pile of meat and bone left, and then they moved on. It was theorized that they could not actually eat anything in this world and would simply starve with time if left alive. 
 
    The people had tried to hide in their homes, but village houses were not castles and could not withstand a determined assault from a horde of horned ones for long. Almost every building had a broken door or torn-off window shutters. There were bodies inside too. Those of men, women, and children. The slaughter had not been recent, but because of the cooling weather, the corpses had not started to rot yet. 
 
    “What now, boss?” Mora asked. “Looks like we’re not going to find anyone here.” 
 
    “Cellars,” Lilah said. “Cellars are just about the only places someone might have survived here. We’ll go from house to house and check every cellar. Let your hunger guide you.” 
 
    The vampires dispersed, going from house to house. Their hopes were quickly dashed, however, when they discovered that someone had already searched the cellars. In fact, there were signs that many of the cellars were forced open. Worst of all, Lilah found several drained corpses in one of the houses. It seemed that the mages had rounded up all the survivors and had even fed their pet fallen. 
 
    Having accomplished nothing, the group left the village, heading for another one that was close by. On the way, they spotted what looked like a group of six cloaked vampires unhurriedly moving through the fields. Only new vampires would waste time frolicking around in a warzone. They were not used to the fact that they could effortlessly run everywhere. 
 
    It quickly turned out that the fallen were walking slowly for a reason, and Lilah was wrong in her initial assumption. A cavalry patrol came into view, quickly catching up to the fallen. The two groups continued traveling side by side, though the cavalry kept some distance away, possibly because their horses did not like the fallen, possibly because they didn’t want to be eaten. The group was heading in the direction that Lilah was moving in, towards one of the villages. 
 
    It could be a coincidence, Lilah thought, but what if they are on the way to round up the survivors? 
 
    There were about thirty riders. Not knight, but light cavalry. From a distance, Lilah thought they were armed with spears. They were relatively lightly armored, with what were probably leather breastplates. 
 
    “Are we going to attack?” Emil asked from nearby. He, just like last time, sounded very eager. Lilah thought about what would happen if she said no. However, this was not the time to test his patience. 
 
    “Yes, we should be able to take on that many fallen,” Lilah answered. “The humans only matter in so far that they might escape, but there might be a mage or two amongst them. I can’t see from this far away.” 
 
    “We need to take the mages out as soon as possible,” Heskel commented. “They will be able to shoot us with their spells while we’re fighting the fallen.” 
 
    “Ok, we are going to split up,” Lilah said. “I will take Mora with me, and we will go straight for the horsemen and try to take out any mages that might be amongst them. The rest of you can hangle six fallen, I hope?” 
 
    “Aww, but I want to kill some fallen,” Mora said with obviously exaggerated disappointment. 
 
    Emil, however, answered in a completely serious tone. “But you will be killing their masters and makers,” he said. “If you really don’t want to, then I can trade places with you. Those mages deserve death as much as those artificial fallen.” 
 
    “Right, well, one of you needs to come with me just to be safe,” Lilah continued. “If the rest of you needs help with the fallen, yell or something. Otherwise, I’ll continue killing the cavalrymen. It’s better if none of them escape.” 
 
    Lilah grabbed the small crossbow off her belt. She got a new one after losing her last one before she even used it once. Lilah hooked her fingers over the cord and pulled back the crossbow with an effortless motion. Then, she loaded it with a smallish bolt. 
 
    Since they were not spotted, Lilah and her mercenaries tried to sneak up on their prey. The fallen, it turned out, were being very inattentive. It could have been that they were just farmers who were turned into fallen, and therefore were inexperienced in military matters. What was more likely, Lilah thought, was that they were afraid of the sun. The fallen were pretty much only looking at their feet. 
 
    The first one to spot the armored vampires closing in on them was one of the human cavalrymen. By this time, Lilah had already determined that there were three mages in the group. 
 
    The man shouted about an ambush, and Lilah shot forward in a full sprint, trusting her team to keep up with her. She was already close and reached the group within a dozen seconds. The mages started casting something immediately, and by their looks, there were two fire mages and one wind mage.  
 
    Lilah was up against the two fire mages. One of them spread his hands, apparently casting a big spell, though Lilah wasn’t quite sure which one yet. The other one extended a hand towards Lilah and fired a series of firebolts at her. Lilah zigzagged and crashed through the spears of several human horsemen. The metal spearheads screeched against the surface of her armor, but she ignored them entirely. 
 
    Close to the mages now, Lilah dodged another firebolt and then suddenly changed direction to hide from the firebolt throwing mage behind one of the cavalrymen. Still holding her crossbow, she sighted the mage that had his arms raised, a large sphere of fire now spinning above him, and shot him in the face. The mage, however, was paying attention. The fire sphere fizzled out, and a fiery shockwave emanated from the mage, knocking the bolt out of the air and throwing the human horsemen around him to the ground. 
 
    Having stayed in one spot for too long, Lilah jumped forward, taking off at a run. A column of fire swept through the space she was just in, immolating the horseman she was hiding behind. Another horseman throttled into her path, striking her in the face with his spear. The spearpoint skidded across her helmet as Lilah ignored him. Then, thinking better, she caught the spear shaft and ripped it out of his hands. Spinning around, Lilah threw the spear at the mage she’d targeted before. This time he didn’t have another trick ready, and the spear hit him in the center of mass, crashing into his breastplate and knocking him off his horse. 
 
    A quick look showed that Mora had already handled her mage, so Lilah sprinted directly at her remaining opponent. The mage, seeing her coming, abandoned trying to hit her with his firebolts and instead extended both hands in front of him, with palms facing inward. A disk of fire started spinning in between his hands. Lilah, her forward momentum too great to stop in time, changed her trajectory to crash into a horseman that happened to be close enough. A bit over two hundred kilograms of armored vampire running at full tilt mortally wounded the horse and the rider on impact. Lilah, meanwhile, regained her footing immediately and started running in a circle around the mage, watching him wearily. 
 
    The spinning disk the mage held between his hands was a short-ranged spell, one powerful enough to cut her in two together with her armor. The mage continued turning to face Lilah as she ran around him, still holding the spell and waiting for her to do something. 
 
    Lilah, meanwhile, ran up to the spot where the mage she’d knocked off the horse was struggling to get up. While the spear didn’t do any damage by itself, the fall from the horse knocked the air out of him. Plus, judging by the dirt-caked helmet, he fell on his head. Paying close attention to the mage with the disk, Lilah ran up to the struggling mage and punched him hard in the side of his helmet. The snapping sound of his neck was clearly audible, and Lilah continued on her jog past what was now his corpse. 
 
    The other fire mage, meanwhile, did nothing. The spell he held could not reach Lilah where she was, and if he switched, he wouldn’t be able to cast it again in time. It seemed that he’d chosen to prolong his own life instead of trying to save his comrade. 
 
    No matter, Lilah thought, seeing Mora coming up behind the mage. The other vampire carried the headless corpse of the wind mage in her arms. Then, as Lilah watched, she threw the corpse right at the mage with the fire disk. He heard the body coming but was not quick enough to get out of the way and was knocked to the ground. Mora, meanwhile, charged forward. 
 
    “Mora! Stop!” Lilah shouted, running forward too. Despite being knocked down, the mage somehow still held the disk of fire. Mora swung her sword downward at the mage, but he released his spell in time. There was a flash of light, and Mora’s upper half flew over the mage, still holding the greatsword in her raised arms. Her lower half, meanwhile, crashed right on top of the mage. 
 
    Lilah, not slowing down, ran up to the struggling mage and violently kicked his helmeted head. With the last threat dead, she looked over to where the rest of her mercenaries were fighting the fallen. Lilah was glad to see that the odds had shifted in their favor. All four of the Midnight Owls were still standing, while only three fallen were still in fighting shape. As she watched them, one of the fallen turned around and ran. One of the mercenaries gave chase. 
 
    The human cavalry, powerless against the threat that they were facing, had scattered. Concluding that she wasn’t needed anywhere else, Lilah ran up to Mira’s upper half and checked on her. The mirror-smooth edges of her cut armor still glowed red, and her flesh sizzled and smoked where it was exposed to sunlight. Smoke was also coming out of her visor, where she was currently getting an eyeful of sunlight. Still, Lilah was relieved to see that the mercenary would live. The cut happened just above her belly button, and her heart and head were still safe. Lilah quickly opened a pouch on her hip, pulled out an emergency blanket, and threw it over Mora. 
 
    Within a minute, all of the fallen were killed, including the one that was trying to run away. 
 
    “That didn’t go as smoothly as it could have,” Lilah commented as the others gathered around. “No point in trying to catch the humans now.” 
 
    “Is Mora ok?” Heskel asked immediately. 
 
    “It looked like she’ll live, but let me check on her more thoroughly,” Lilah answered. “Secure the area while you’re at it. Some of the humans are still alive.” 
 
    Without further discussion, Lilah got on her knees, carefully crawled under the heavy blanket that Mora was covered with, and examined the unconscious vampire again. The cut was not life-threatening, so Lilah’s biggest concern now was the sunlight that had hit Mora’s face. 
 
    Lilah carefully undid Mora’s helmet and slid it off. The sight was not pretty, as there was a half-burnt, half-melted line right across Mora’s eyes. Both of the eyeballs were destroyed, rendering the vampire blind for the time being. Lilah could also see exposed, half-melted bone in places. Fortunately, the sunlight did not have time to burn through the bone into Mora’s brain.  
 
    While it was possible to survive some sunlight burns to the brain, that was only the case if the burns were minor, and even then, there were chances of permanent brain damage. A vampire could easily survive getting his head split in half by a steel axe if enough of the brain was still attached to the heart-brain pathway. It was riskier with silver, but the chances were still very good if fresh blood was administered quickly enough. Sunlight, however, was a different beast entirely. 
 
    “Her life is not in danger,” Lilah said as she carefully crawled out from under the blanket. Unfortunately, the incident wasn’t over, as she was surprised to see Heskel holding up one of the injured cavalrymen right in front of her. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Lilah demanded. 
 
    “I’m going to feed Mora,” Heskel said, moving forward. 
 
    Lilah took a quick couple of steps, blocking his way. She then flipped her visor up, revealing her mask. “Using enemy combatants as food is highly illegal unless a life depends on it,” Lilah said harshly. “Mora does not have any life-threatening wounds. You will not be feeding her a prisoner.”  
 
    The two stood unmoving for a bit, staring at each other. Finally, it was Heskel who broke the silence. “Is she just supposed to suffer trapped in a disabled body until we get to a friendly settlement?” 
 
    “She can tough it out,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s easy for the princess Daywalkers to say, isn’t it? You never…” Heskel was interrupted as a hard blow from a gauntleted fist rocked his head. Then, Emil, who had only expressed interest in the fallen so far, pulled Heskel backward, forcing him to drop the human. The petrified man fell to the ground and yelped as his broken leg hit the ground. That was the only noise he made, however, as he did his best to stay quiet as the monsters quarreled amongst themselves. 
 
    “Do not insult the daywalker in front of me,” Emil continued. “Especially when you have no idea what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “But she has no idea how terrible it is to….” Heskel started, but Emil talked over him. 
 
    “She’s a citadel-trained vampire, just like I am,” Emil said. “It’s you who doesn’t know shit. Mora will be fine so get a hold of yourself. Besides, maybe this will actually make you two want to study. What kind of a dumbass charges a mage that has a fire disk ready?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head and walked back to Mora. She carefully tied off the blanket, forming a bag with Mora inside of it. Lilah handed the bag off to Dorian to carry and then approached the Aclax cavalryman that Heskel had carried around. Using some broken spear shafts, she started to quickly make a splint for the man. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dorian asked. He sounded nonconfrontational, unlike Heskel, so Lilah gave him a genuine answer. 
 
    “Since we grabbed him, he is our prisoner by law,” she said. “We’re taking him with us. There are other humans around, pretending to be dead. Don’t touch them, and it’s not our problem what happens to them.” 
 
    “Right, I know the law,” he said. “Why are we not killing them? The survivors have not surrendered and therefore are still our enemy. We also don’t have the means to keep prisoners, so we don’t have to take any.” 
 
    Lilah shrugged. “I’m hoping that when this is all over, we will still have mages around to provide us with a portal network. If we start waging total war against everyone in Aclax, then the survivors will bare a long-term grudge against us.” 
 
    “I see,” Emil suddenly chimed in. “I agree with you, Lord Daywalker. The fallen and the mages that created them are our enemies. The others? I hope they gain some much-needed wisdom after we rescue them.” 
 
    “Give me Mora,” Heskel asked, and Dorian gave him the bag without a word. He continued talking to Emil instead. 
 
    “Rescue?” He asked. 
 
    “The fallen need to kill a human every day,” Emil said. “The enemy probably already has thousands of them in the nearby army alone, considering how many we’ve caught in the wild. Aclax has obviously been kidnapping our people to feed their fallen. Now, what will the fallen eat if we push Aclax troops back onto their own soil?” 
 
    “I get it,” Dorian said. “Soon enough, most of Aclax will be welcoming us as saviors.”  
 
    “Anyways, we need to move,” Lilah said. “I want to check out the village this group was heading to. Maybe they were on the way to round up the survivors.”  
 
    The prisoner was tied up, and Emil carried him over his shoulder. Howard continued to hold Mora. In this manner, the group ran towards their destination. The journey was not at all pleasant for the prisoner and his broken leg, but he didn’t dare to complain.  
 
    Mora was unconscious for a good while but woke up when they were about halfway there. The group had to stop and quickly calm her down before she tried to rip her way out of the bag. Fortunately, she seemed to realize her situation immediately since she remembered exactly what had happened to her. 
 
    They arrived at the village shortly before evening. Unfortunately, it looked much like the previous one they had seen, with corpses on the streets and broken into homes. The group immediately looked into the closest house and found a closed cellar. 
 
    Lilah’s hunger immediately let her know that there were humans close by. Assuming that those under the floor would have already heard heavily armored vampires prancing around, Lilah announced herself loudly. “I am the sixth Daywalker, Lilah Raelinn. I am here to help. If there are any survivors, please speak up.”  
 
    Immediately, a female voice was calling out from under the boards. Apparently, there was a woman and two children there, but they couldn’t get out. A quick look at the hatch revealed that while the horned ones were clawing at it, they damaged the hatch enough to jam it. 
 
    Lilah worked the hatch carefully so as not to break it completely and quickly got it open. A young woman was looking at her from below, holding a baby and what looked like a three-year-old boy. Lilah reached down, and the woman handed off her children without hesitation. Then, unburdened, she climbed up the ladder herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say this, but I will soon need you to hide in the cellar again,” Lilah said gently. “The mages will be summoning their creatures soon, and there surely will be another wave. Take care of anything that you need to quickly, and please get back underground.” 
 
    After getting a determined nod from the young mother, Lilah split up her team to search the whole village. As it turned out, there were a fair few survivors, with most of the casualties happening during the first attack. On every subsequent night, the villagers knew they had to stay hidden. Lilah even found a few people on the streets or visiting other houses, which irked her since nobody bothered to free the woman trapped in her cellar. 
 
    Lilah looked over several wounded and then made sure that everyone hid again. Then she locked their prisoner in one of the empty houses and spread her team out around the village. The evening was busy, as the village was attacked three times in short succession. Fortunately, each attack was small, twenty to thirty horned ones per group. Each time, the vampire that spotted them led the mindless horde on a chase around the village as the group gathered. Then, they slaughtered them.  
 
    Having waited a while after the last attack, Lilah posted her mercenaries as sentries and headed into the village. There she gathered up all of the survivors for a meeting. By the looks of it, about half of the villagers had survived, though it was mostly women and children. Lilah was told that during the first attack, most of the men decided to take up arms in defense of their village. This, unfortunately, did not go well. 
 
    Lilah’s plan for the people was simple. They were to wait for the morning and set out for Edkar-controlled territory as soon as the humans could see where they were going. Fortunately, if they were not held up for too long, they would be able to reach friendly forces while the sun was still up. A villager had suggested leaving immediately while it was still dark, but Lilah’s explanation that there were fallen roaming around immediately squashed any notion of lighting their way with torches. 
 
    The night passed quietly. When the sun peaked over the horizon, Lilah already had all the remaining humans in the village lined up, ready to depart. Shortly after leaving, the caravan attracted the attention of a group of horned ones. Fortunately, the creatures were single-minded, and Lilah was able to lead them away from the humans and kill them without risking their lives. 
 
    It was midday when they spotted an Edkar vampire patrol. The friendly soldiers were easily recognizable by the armor they wore. It was still far from where the official frontline was, so Lilah met the soldiers some distance from the caravan, just in case. After a short conversation, the soldiers abandoned their patrol route and joined the caravan. Later, the group was attacked by the horned ones again, but now that they had more fighters, they easily repelled the attack. 
 
    They met several more patrols as they traveled, and later in the evening, the soldiers guided them to a temporary military camp. The people were quickly processed by the military and settled in for the night. They would be sent further away from the fighting as soon as it was daytime again. The prisoner was also taken off Lilah’s hands, though nobody was very excited about it. It seemed that there was no real shortage of human prisoners around, and he was unlikely to know anything important. 
 
    Mora was taken to the vampire infirmary, which basically meant a tent close to where the human soldiers were camped out. With enough fresh blood, an injured vampire could regrow half their body overnight. That is, if they were cut in half by steel. Unfortunately, Mora’s wounds were exposed to a lot of sunlight, so recovery would take about a month. Because of this, she also had to be shipped off away from the frontline. 
 
    Later in the night, Lilah stood impatiently as the Midnight Owls argued amongst themselves. Actually, that wasn’t an exactly fair description since it was just Emil arguing with everyone else. Heskel was adamant that they should not leave Mora by herself and should cancel their contract. Sirius and Dorian, while not so vocal, were clearly on his side. Emil, on the other hand, disagreed. 
 
    Time was passing, and with each minute, more people that Lilah could have saved were dying. Losing patience, she marched up to the group. 
 
    “Enough!” She interrupted the conversation. “Decide already. And don’t worry, you can bill the kingdom for every day you have served. I’m not going to invoke a penalty for breaking the contract.” 
 
    Heskel looked at Lilah, surprised. “That’s kind of you, Lord Daywalker.”  
 
    “But it’s still not enough to get Mora a new suit of armor,” Emil interrupted. “We’re not exactly swimming in money. I’m staying. We can meet again in the capital once this whole thing is over.” 
 
    “Emil, brother, I can’t just leave you by….” Heskel started. 
 
    Lilah sighed impatiently. The drama was… unwelcome. Not under the circumstances they were in. Having even one competent fighter by her side was very valuable, but she seriously considered just firing all of them, Emil included. 
 
    “I’m going to go get ready,” Lilah announced suddenly. “I will be leaving in fifteen minutes. The meeting point is by the medical tent. If anyone wants to come with me, be there.” 
 
    Lilah got a new emergency blanket and topped off her quiver of bolts. After a bit more consideration, Lilah packed two more daggers designed for armor penetration. She’d been meeting a lot of armored targets lately. In the same line of thought, she grabbed a heavy two-handed mace too. 
 
    Emil was waiting for her at the tent when she checked. 
 
    “Good, let’s go,” Lilah said, gesturing for him to follow. “We have people to save.” 
 
    “And mages and fallen to kill,” Emil added, catching up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Siege of Ordor, lieutenant of the city defenders, Forvil Metsk - Day 37. 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday, the mages stormed the city again. Under the cover of another wave of summons followed by a wave of their human soldiers, they attempted to get a large team of earth mages to the base of the city wall. Covered by makeshift barriers, they succeeded in doing so. 
 
      
 
    I was there when a vampire commander ordered his men over the wall. A dozen of our comrades jumped off the wall straight onto the earth mages’ heads and slaughtered those animals. The mages fought with doubled ferocity, but they could not stand against the heroes of Ordor, and their assault fell apart. These twelve vampires will go down in history, and I’m happy to say that five of them lived and will be able to tell their stories themselves. At night a recovery operation was launched, and five of the heroes were still alive, though there was not much of them left after their battle with the mages. 
 
      
 
    Out of the hundred men entrusted to me, fifty-six can still fight. I would like to specifically mention my friend Gram Stonersk who killed himself during the night. He was a brave man who gave everything to the defense of his country. If there is such a thing as rebirth, I wish to know him in my next life when my time comes. 
 
      
 
    There is, finally, a piece of good news. This morning, a large portion of the besieging army packed up and marched east. I can think of only one explanation. Reinforcements are on the way, and the mages are gathering to accept battle. Soon they will pay for all the lives they have taken. Death to the mages! Death to Aclax!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The first snow had fallen and immediately melted. Lilah and Emil had continued roaming the countryside, attempting to locate and evacuate any civilians. Unfortunately, the one village they rescued early on was the only significant success. It seemed that Aclax had made an organized effort to round up all the civilians they could get their hands on. All the villages Lila visited since had been completely empty. 
 
    Ordor was still holding on, and the enemy was still bogged down in about the same spot as before. The Edkar’s army, however, was coming, and the decisive battle was only a few days away. Lilah, meanwhile, tried to do as much as she could to help.  
 
    While the villages were empty, Lilah’s efforts were not in vain. The fertile, and previously prosperous and peaceful land, was dotted by cottages and tiny farming communities of a couple of families each. While Aclax soldiers focused on villages and small towns, they left many of the smaller targets unsearched. 
 
    Most of those homesteads were abandoned. In many places, Lilah witnessed gruesome scenes where the residents failed to hide from the horned ones. However, she also managed to find many survivors hiding in the cellars. 
 
    The latest group they rescued consisted of two families, and Lilah had gone dangerously close to the enemy army to find them. Their homes had actually been looted, but they had a second well-hidden cellar in one of the houses, and that’s where the two families took shelter. There were seven children, four adults, and two elderly humans. Lilah and Emil took it upon themselves to escort them to friendly territory, but the group moved slowly. 
 
    They had successfully hidden from two enemy patrols so far, and Lilah allowed herself a sigh of relief. Then, an hour after Lilah thought that they had escaped the worst of it, they were spotted. 
 
    “They see us,” Emil said. For some reason, there was a group of seven fallen in a nearby field. 
 
    “It appears that they do see us,” Lilah said, pulling the great mace off of where she had it strapped on her back. “The smart thing to do would be run away.” 
 
    “But you just took a step forward,” Emil said, taking one of his own. 
 
    “I’m a daywalker. I will not leave my people to the fallen,” she said. 
 
    “Lady daywalker,” a teenage boy said from behind. “What do we do? Can we help?” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. The humans would have to try to keep going on their own. The villagers were not keen on the idea, especially the boy who thought he could do something. When Lilah started snarling orders at them, however, they stopped arguing. 
 
    “Look at that. They are all armed with big maces. And the way they are advancing... I don’t think these are the same amateurs we’ve been dealing with,” Emil commented. 
 
    “They are still dressed in human armor,” Lilah said. “It’s daytime. Use it to your advantage.” 
 
    The fallen advanced unhurriedly, soon half surrounding the pair that waited for them. 
 
    “What’s that trying to get away? Food?” One of them said. “How far do you think they’ll make it before we catch them.” 
 
    “What do you think, Edkar fuckers?” Another said. “Isn’t it fitting? Those humans abandoned you to your deaths. Hey, if you eat them, we won’t kill you.” 
 
    “Oh, I like that,” the first one said. “How about it? Eat them, and we won’t touch you.” 
 
    “Why so quiet?” 
 
    “Come on, say something?” 
 
    “Afraid? 
 
    “I’m not insane enough to talk to every random animal I meet,” Emil fired back. 
 
    For a moment, there was silence. Then, one of the fallen took a step forward, and the others followed.  
 
    Lilah and Emil were immediately separated as they each dodged the heavy blows aimed at them. Three of the fallen went directly after Lilah, chasing her and forcing her to retreat. Unfortunately, they were working together rather well. 
 
    Glancing to the side, Lilah saw that she had already been forced fairly far from Emil. That and she saw him take a hard hit to his breastplate, which spurred her into action. She could not afford to take it slow. Lilah spun her weapon around, coming in for a horizontal hit to her rightmost opponent’s leg. Her attack was wide and obvious, and the fallen swung his weapon into hers in a move aimed to destroy both of the weapons. The attack, however, was only a faint meant to look powerful, and Lilah had barely swung her weapon at all. 
 
    The two-handed maces collided, and the fallen’s attack easily batted aside Lilah’s strike. She, meanwhile, was already pivoting in the other direction, spinning around and accelerating the mace with all of her strength. Her left-most opponent had closed the distance to take advantage of her attack on his teammate, and now the mace crashed into the side of his knee. The human-rated leg armor did not help much, and with a crunch of metal and bone, the fallen did a flip as he fell to the ground. 
 
    The maneuver left Lilah completely exposed to the rest of her opponents, with her back turned toward them. Remembering where the other two fallen were and knowing what was coming, she leaned forward. As a result, the powerful overhead blow that was meant for her helmet glanced off against her backplate, pushing her forward and down. Simultaneously, Lilah heard a scream from over where Emil was.  
 
    Regaining her footing, Lilah spun around, swinging her weapon wildly, but the closest fallen was already too close, and he caught the shaft of her weapon with his hand. Screaming obscenities, the fallen charged forward, tackling Lilah to the ground. 
 
    The instincts beaten into her by her training forced Lilah to immediately close her eyes and turn her head to the side so as to not look into the sky. Still, she felt a sharp pain in her left eye as the sunlight burned her eyelid for a split second. 
 
    As they crashed to the ground, Lilah, more by touch than anything, grabbed onto the helmet of the fallen on top of her and twisted it off. The fallen immediately howled in pain as the sunlight burned his bare head and rolled off her. 
 
    Lilah tried to get up but was suddenly grabbed by the helmet from behind. The fallen whose leg she’d injured earlier was far from being out of the fight and was now trying to do to her what she did to his friend.  
 
    Unlike the human helmets that were held down by leather straps, Lilah’s helmet was attached with metal latches and literally chained to her armor specifically to prevent someone from yanking it off. Still, the fallen’s strength was immense, and before Lilah could bat his hands aside, she heard a popping sound, and now her helmet was looser than it should have been. 
 
    Lilah tried to get up again, but she’d lost track of her last opponent and was completely surprised when his weapon hit her square in the side of the head, knocking her to the ground again. Something popped in her helmet once again, and it came completely loose and roughly twisted around on her head. Lilah also heard something pop in her neck, but she could still feel everything, so it must not have been terribly important. Worst of all, her head swum from the concussion, but that healed in seconds. 
 
    “Shit, my armor is bent, and it’s digging into my leg.” 
 
    “Shut up, go shield Frank from the sun. I need to go find his helmet.” 
 
    “Wait! This fucker is still moving!” 
 
    Lilah had been trying to twist her helmet back in place with one hand, but it was stuck. Hearing that they were on to her, she shut her eyes tightly and yanked the helmet off. The pain was terrible as the skin on her head burned, but Lilah didn’t lose concentration and put the helmet back on, this time the correct way, though it was still loose. 
 
    As Lilah sat up, she saw that the fallen with the broken leg was sitting right in front of her. Since he wasn’t doing anything productive, she imagined that he was staring at her in shock, impressed by the maneuver she had just pulled off. Or maybe he had been shocked by the daywalker mask which was still on her face. Not wasting a moment, Lilah grabbed him by the helmet with one hand and stabbed him through the visor slit with a dagger. The effort moved her helmet again, obscuring her vision, so she hurriedly corrected it as she got up to stand. 
 
    “I need help here!” Lilah’s third opponent was backing up, apparently not keen on attacking her by himself. 
 
    A glance to the side showed that Emil was still alive and struggling, but he was in a bad way. He was on the ground with three fallen on top of him. Emil was still fidgeting around under them, but Lilah saw the characteristic smoke of a vampire burning in the sun rising from the pileup. 
 
    Needing to rescue Emil as soon as possible, Lilah didn’t bother getting another weapon and sprinted at her last opponent. The fallen still had his mace and swung it at her. Lilah accepted the hit on the pauldron that covered her shoulder and was almost knocked off her feet by the impact. Recovering quickly, she tackled the fallen to the ground and stabbed her dagger through the mail that covered his armpit, digging with it through his flesh as he screamed and struggled until she found his heart. 
 
    Jumping up from the unmoving fallen, Lilah fixed her helmet again and looked to where Emil was. What she saw was not good. Emil was unmoving on the ground, smoke coming off of his head, and his opponents were heading towards her. 
 
    She couldn’t beat them, Lilah instantly understood. She might have been able to fight an unarmored crowd of vampire trainees, but these fallen were experienced fighters who worked well as a team and wore armor. Plus, her helmet kept wobbling, obscuring her vision, and her left pauldron was slightly bent, making her armor screech and resist when she moved her left arm. 
 
    She could still run away to save herself, but if she wanted to save Emil and the humans, then there was only one thing she could do. Hating the idea but at the same time feeling deep primal glee, Lilah ripped the helmet off the fallen at her feet. His head immediately started to burn in the sun, and Lilah joined him when she lifted her own helmet. Then, she sunk her fangs into his neck. 
 
    The power that seeped into her was sweet and delicious, overwhelming even the pain she felt at that moment. Despite the sun burning her, Lilah focused only on draining the fallen, and now that she tasted that blood again, it wasn’t entirely out of selfless reasons.  
 
    Lilah’s body quickly filled out, making her armor sit painfully tightly on her. Her head was healing as fast as it burned in the sunlight, but the now living flesh hurt in ways that Lilah hadn’t felt in over eighty years. Then, the flow of life suddenly ceased, and Lilah slammed her helmet back on her head. 
 
    Lilah opened her eyes and saw that the three fallen were almost on top of her. Feeling all-powerful, Lilah stepped into the swing of her closest opponent faster than he could have expected and grabbed him by the arm. Then she punched him in the face. One, twice. On the third hit, his helmet flew off, and he went limp, actually losing consciousness from the repeated concussions. 
 
    Letting him drop to the ground, Lilah grabbed his leg and swung him at the other fallen that was running up at her, knocking him to the ground. She then focused on the third. He stopped some distance away, unsure of what was going on. 
 
    Lilah burst out in a laugh and jumped, covering the whole distance in one go and knocking the fallen to the ground beneath her. Worming her fingers under his armor, she grabbed the top edge of his breastplate. Then she grabbed him by the neck with her other hand and squeezed, watching the thin metal deform under her grip until it gouged into his flesh. The fallen struggled, clawing at her, trying to throw her off. Then he punched her in the face, knocking her helmet off of her head. Lilah, suddenly in great pain as the back of her head burned, pulled her hands apart, tearing his head right off his shoulders.  
 
    Lilah’s helmet was somewhere behind her, and if she turned around to look for it, she would be instantly blinded. Giggling at her predicament, Lilah shook the severed head out of the helmet she was holding and wore it instead. Careful so as not to be blinded, she then turned around to look at the two fallen behind her. The one that was knocked out was still unconscious, his head sizzling in the sun. The other one was running. 
 
    Suddenly only one thought dominated Lilah’s mind. He knows! He knows, and he will tell everyone! Fearful, she bolted after him. Usually, it would be hard for one vampire to run down another, but now Lilah caught up to him in seconds. 
 
    The fallen screamed and begged as Lilah brought him to the ground. Exhilarated, she started tearing at his armor, trying to get to the delicious blood within. The begging of her prey only excited her further.  
 
    Then, a lightning bolt of realization shot through Lilah. What am I doing!? I need to save Emil! Lilah ripped another dagger off her belt and slammed it right through the backplate into the fallen’s heart. She then jumped up and sprinted to where Emil was burning up in the sun. 
 
    Unfurling the emergency blanket as she ran, Lilah threw it over Emil as soon as she was in range. However, what she saw before his head disappeared from view was not good. Lilah looked around, making sure that all the fallen were still down, and then crawled under the blanket. 
 
    Emil suffered a lot of damage, and Lilah was not sure if he would make it. He was stabbed in the side of the head, incapacitating him, and then left out in the sun. The flesh on his face was completely gone, and his skull was melted through in places, exposing some of his brain to the sun. The damage to the brain was not too extensive, leaving him still alive, but it was likely that he would never recover completely if he did at all. 
 
    Lilah crawled out from under the blanket and headed for the fallen that were scattered on the ground. She needed to leave as soon as possible, but not before finishing off all the fallen. 
 
    The closest one was the one that Emil had taken out. He, somehow, while fighting three others, managed to stick a dagger through the fallen’s visor. Lilah pulled the dagger out and ripped the helmet off, leaving him to die in the sun. 
 
    She had beheaded one and drained another, so those were definitely dead. The one she knocked out had only half of his head left, with the rest burned away by sunlight. He was definitely dead. The one she chased down was still alive, so Lilah pulled out her dagger from his heart and pulled off his helmet.  
 
    Back where she had fought, Lilah pulled off the helmet of the one she’d stabbed in the eye and then approached the one whose helmet she had pulled off. The fallen, blinded and unable to find his helmet, buried himself headfirst into the ground, all the way up to his belly. Lilah walked up to him and pulled him out by his leg. The fallen screamed again, but Lilah ended it with a well-placed dagger strike and left him in the sun. 
 
    Done with the cleanup, Lilah bundled up Emil and, careful not to jostle him too much, raced after the humans she’d told to keep moving. They hadn’t gone far. They couldn’t really have done so. Lilah caught up quickly and called out to them to stop. 
 
    After hearing what happened to Emil, everyone volunteered to give some blood. Lilah collected the life-giving fluid and did her best to feed it to Emil while the humans tended to their cuts. 
 
    Before feeding him, Lilah took off Emil’s gauntlet and made a small cut on the undamaged skin of his hand. She used a plain iron knife, but the cut showed no signs of healing, proving that Emil’s condition was critical. She then started feeding him the blood, keeping an eye on the wound the whole time. Halfway through the feeding, the small cut closed. All the other sun-inflicted wounds did not change at all, but at least his body was still trying to recover.  
 
    Now the only fighter left, Lilah hurried the humans along. Fortunately, the group of fallen was the last ones to have found them that day. In the evening, before the time when the mages summoned their monsters, Lilah finally found a friendly patrol. The soldiers escorted them the rest of the way, leading the group towards something that Lilah was surprised to see. A huge military camp. It seemed that the army was finally here.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Siege of Ordor, captain of the city defenders, Forvil Metsk - Day 39. 
 
      
 
    “There hasn’t been a single attack on the city since part of the mage’s army packed up and left. In fact, today, we spotted suspicious activity amongst the remaining enemy. After my promotion, I actually had a chance to attend one of the strategy meetings, and I witnessed her Grace Dutchess Wizaya plan the destruction of our enemies. 
 
      
 
    Despite everything that has been thrown at us, we are not broken. Now, it is time to take the fight to our enemy.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Before doing anything else, Lilah handed the civilians over to the soldiers and hurried toward the medical tents. Once there, she entrusted Emil to the vampire doctors. They were good, she knew, but the looks on their faces when they saw Emil were not very reassuring. 
 
    With Emil in more dependable hands than her own, Lilah left the giant military camp and ran to a meeting point with the Twilight Crossbowmen. It was actually close by, only a twenty-minute run from where the army was camped out. 
 
    When she arrived at a small roadside inn, Lilah was relieved to see that her mercenaries were there, waiting for her. Lilah quickly talked to them, ascertaining that she actually did have a fighting force to work with, and then headed back towards the army camp. 
 
    Once there again, Lilah requested access to scouting reports. She couldn’t accomplish much by participating in the upcoming battle, but she was confident that with the mages busy, she could find something to do. 
 
    She received the information after a short wait, which was weird. She had expected the army’s commander to call her for a meeting instead of just authorizing everything. However, when she asked who the bloodwalker at the head of the army was, she understood why immediately. Lord Bloodwalker Cleon Lester hated her. 
 
    Lilah shook her head. It was unfair to say that Lord Lester hated her. What he hated was the idea of being cooped up in the citadel, teaching some upstart. Lilah, being that upstart, was hated by association. Maybe now that she wasn’t his student, he would conduct himself a little differently. 
 
    This was another clue, and Lilah was ashamed that she didn’t see it at the time. It was true that Lord Lester taught a few classes to the other vampires there, but as far as she knew, she was the only one getting one-on-one lessons. At the time, she just thought that she was that good, with a healthy dose of nepotism involved. As it turned out, he was there specifically to prepare her for what was planned for her. 
 
    For a moment, Lilah considered forcing the meeting between them. Lord Lester had to know about the plan she was used in, and Lilah wanted to learn more about it, even if it was already over. She couldn’t exactly interrogate the blood lord, but a bloodwalker was another matter entirely. She was, after all, now ranked slightly higher than Bloodwalker Lester was, though she would need a very good excuse to exercise any kind of authority over him.  
 
    Lilah sighed. This was not the time for unneeded tensions. Still, knowing who was the army's commander was valuable, and since he was the one who taught her most of what she knew, she could now guess at what he had planned. Besides that, she was still in her human form and did not want to interact with anyone too closely, especially with someone as observant as Lord Lester. Her armor still felt tight everywhere, to the point that if she had actually needed to breathe, she probably wouldn’t have been able to. With every movement she made filling her with self-consciousness, meeting someone who knew her well was a bad idea. 
 
    The information Lilah received was fairly thorough, but it obviously did not include some of the more sensitive plans. She had a map that described both the Edkar and Aclax movements and even marked out the location where the battle was planned to take place. In fact, the battle was scheduled to take place on the next day. 
 
    There were some very odd details about the whole thing. For one, this was only the first army to arrive at the scene. The second army was still a week away. Edkar forces were still heavily outnumbered, which begged the question of why Bloodwalker Lester planned to accept battle tomorrow. 
 
    Although Lilah had questions, she had no doubts that Bloodwalker Lester would win the battle. He was simply not the kind of a vampire that started fights that he wasn’t guaranteed to win. So, it wasn’t any of her business to try to help him do so. 
 
    Lilah looked over the maps, thinking of what to do. Then, finally, she had an idea. The mages had been rounding up the civilians from the area, and it was her duty to save them. Could there be a better time for it than when the mages were engaged in battle? That, and considering Lester’s views on civilians, there was no way that saving them was more than an afterthought in his plan. 
 
    With a new goal firmly in mind, Lilah found one of the officers in charge of the scouts and gave him some instructions. Hopefully, it was nothing that the bloodwalker would mind. Then, she went back to her mercenary company. She had to sell the idea to them. Otherwise, her mission would be a failure from the start.  
 
    The next day the Edkar army, led by Bloodwalker Lester, marched out at sunrise to take their desired field of battle. Now they were hurriedly assembling a bunch of ballistae. Lilah, meanwhile, watched over the whole thing from a nearby hill. 
 
    The choice of the battlefield was peculiar. In fact, if she didn’t personally know Bloodwalker Lester, then she would have already been considering removing him from command for aiding the enemy. 
 
    The Edkar army was arrayed in a wide-open flat plain with a rather wide, quiet river securing its left flank. There was a sparsely forested area farther to its right flank, but it was far outside the range of any weapon, and with the number of scouts from both sides infesting the area, it was impossible to hide anything there. Basically, it looked like all the fighting would take place on flat ground, which was odd since Aclax used a lot of cavalry and Edkar had none.  
 
    Lilah shrugged. Lester had a knockout punch hidden somewhere, and she didn’t know what it was. It was certainly not in the information that she had been given. 
 
    “Are those centaurs?” Simon Riner, the leader of the Twilight Crossbowmen, said as he came up next to her. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lilah said absentmindedly, still trying to guess how Bloodwalker Lester planned to win. 
 
    “It’s hard to count them from here. I’d say about four thousand?” The mercenary leader continued. 
 
    “There are three thousand of them. They just take up a lot of space, so it looks like there are more of them,” Lilah answered. Glancing at the grizzled older man, she saw a confused look on his face. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, I just don’t understand how they are here,” he said. “They don’t travel much faster than horses, correct? So they shouldn’t have been able to cross the whole country yet.” 
 
    “It’s their shaman magic,” Lilah explained. “They have their own complicated name for it, but we call it long stride. The shamans sacrifice a couple of small animals and some specific plants, and for a few hours, every step the centaurs take carries them ten steps, or even more if the shaman puts more power into it. I hear it’s hard to get used to, so these must be elite troops.”  
 
    The older mercenary’s eyes widened in childlike wonder. Lilah smiled at his reaction and continued. “That’s the main difference between centaur shamans and mages. Mages can do everything right away with their own power. On the other hand, shamans need materials, time, and preparation. Shamans also lack in the way of direct damage magic. Their spells are usually slow-acting and long-lasting, affecting the environment or large groups of people, rather than directly blasting things with fire.” 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, Lilah watched the army get ready. She still did not see how a victory could be achieved. Sometime around noon, the enemy army finally showed up, arraying itself opposite the Edkar army, with their right flank covered by the same river. It seemed that the enemy would take them head-on, which was the right thing to do considering their superior numbers. 
 
    The Edkar army numbered about seventy-five thousand individuals, having been reinforced by the local forces. The enemy army was much larger, at about one hundred sixty thousand. This was probably why the mages were so eager to accept battle. The arrival of the second Edkar army would erase most of their numerical advantage, and they could not afford it. Still, raw numbers were not all that important. Frankly, if it wasn’t for the mages, a thousand vampires could have relatively easily slaughtered the whole Aclax army. 
 
    Lilah was sure that most of the Aclax soldiers had at least some kind of silver weaponry with them, but even then, they posed little threat to heavily armored vampires. Meanwhile, despite their destructive power, mages had human-level physical capabilities and remained vulnerable to human soldiers. 
 
    Aclax’s combined army included about eight thousand mages, and if the scout reports were correct, about two thousand fallen. Edkar had to fight this force with about three thousand well-armored vampires as well as three thousand centaurs. While the numbers seemed unequal, Lilah gave the mages only a small edge.  
 
    The two thousand fallen were the big unknown that could tip the scales far into Aclax’s favor, but from what Lilah had seen so far, they were equipped in human gear, which made them far less effective than their Edkar counterparts.  
 
    Lilah also assumed that the mages had little to no experience fighting centaurs since the two nations were located on the opposite sides of Edkar. Hopefully, the mages would underestimate the centaurs and would pay dearly for it. 
 
    Lilah’s thoughts were interrupted as a group of mounted humans rode up to where she was standing. They stopped some distance away, where the horses were still comfortable, and one dismounted and walked up to Lilah, eyeing her mask. 
 
    “Lord Daywalker? I was instructed to give you this and answer any of your questions,” the man said, handing Lilah a rolled-up map. 
 
    Lilah took the map and looked it over. The information she was looking for was right there. The place where the enemy army had camped out for the night was about six kilometers away, and now their camp would be lightly guarded. 
 
    “Were you able to spot any prisoners there?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Yes, mam,” the man replied. “Scouts report that there were definitely prisoners being held in the camp. However, they were not able to determine the exact number. The scouts estimate about a thousand individuals.” 
 
    Lilah frowned. She had expected the news to be bad, but not to this extent. Sure, many of the people had fled, and many were killed by hordes of horned ones. However, the number of kidnapped civilians should still have been in the tens of thousands. But they also have about two thousand fallen now, Lilah thought with horror. Each one has to eat a human a day. Maybe that’s why they are so eager to accept battle. If they don’t take out troops prisoner, then they will soon have to start feeding their own soldiers to the fallen. Is all of this my fault? 
 
    “What about the guards?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Our scouts estimate about five hundred guards,” the man replied. “No fallen were spotted, and only one mage was identified.” 
 
    “Good, we can take that,” Lilah said. “Thank you for your service.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Daywalker.” The man replied and then headed back to his group. 
 
     
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The man who had spoken to Lilah earlier rode up to a large tent, dismounted, and stepped inside past two vampire guards. Inside, sitting at a small desk and staring at a map, was a vampire wearing a red mask. 
 
    “How did it go?” The vampire asked. 
 
    “Sir, everything is just as you said,” the man reported. “She has gathered her mercenaries and is taking a roundabout way towards the enemy camp.” 
 
    The red masked vampire shook his head in disapproval. “She is too soft. I’ve always said so.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir,” the man spoke up, “being soft on civilians is in her job description.” 
 
    The bloodwalker laughed. “You’re right, of course.” The vampire continued laughing. “I wish I could see her face when she sees who she’s saving. You didn’t tell her, did you?” 
 
    “No, sir, though I do think that it’s unnecessary and petty,” the human replied. “And I do believe that she would continue with her plan even If I told her. If she is a true daywalker, saving people from the fallen is a priority, no matter who the people are.”  
 
    “Right,” the red masked vampire agreed reluctantly. 
 
    “Lord Lester, there is something else I would like to report,” the human continued. “I believe that Lilah was in her human form, judging by how the armor sat on her. No guarantees, but it fits with the story that the civilians she’d rescued told. She must have eaten a fallen then, which made her strong enough to win against the rest. It’s just as the blood lord said.” 
 
    “Did the blood lord already put on that show in front of the diplomats?” the bloodwalker asked. 
 
    “It was planned for yesterday,” the man replied. 
 
    “You need to hurry up and let me turn you into a vampire,” Bloodwalker Lester suddenly said. “How about after this battle? Imagine if you turned out to be the new kind like Lilah is. Wouldn't that be interesting?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” the human replied. “What is your opinion on the new kind? The ones that can eat other vampires? You only ever say that it’s interesting.” 
 
    The old vampire shrugged. “I think that it’s dangerous and that we must be very careful about how we handle it. We don’t want a new kind of fallen on our hands. However, if the condition really has no negative mental consequences, then it will be valuable. I hope that the blood lord will be successful in normalizing the new kind. We don’t need other nations to think that we are also breeding fallen. While I’m at it, we also need an official name for the new kind. Something to differentiate them from fallen, so they don’t get lumped together.” 
 
    The man smiled. “As soon as the rank and file hear about it, they will come up with a suitable name.” 
 
    The bloodwalker suddenly stood up. “It’s time. We need to join the troops.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The two armies facing off against each other were vastly different in composition, owing to the fact that one was built around vampires while the other was built around mages. 
 
    Edkar military had no cavalry besides the human scouts. Why would you use something so fragile when you have vampires? For this reason, Edkar armies were smaller than those of other countries and were primarily composed of archers. Close to eighty percent of all the human soldiers were archers. 
 
    Aclax followed an almost opposite school of thought. It was a rich country where humans were second-class citizens. Being a knight was pretty much the highest position that humans could hold, and everyone strived to be one. This is why the Aclax military had an unusually high amount of heavy cavalry. 
 
    Finally, the battle started. Out of the two armies, it was the mages who made the first move. Still outside ballistae range, a bit over five hundred meters away, the mages lined up in front of their army and began the summoning ritual. 
 
    Bloodwalker Lester watched the whole thing from a platform behind his army and smiled. It seemed that the enemy commander did not actually understand the true capabilities of centaurs. Otherwise, he would not have left his mages so open. Still, the centaurs were ordered to hold their fire and did not punish the enemy’s mistake. It was not time yet. 
 
    The summoning process was quick, and within a minute, the Edkar army was faced with a massive horde of horned creatures. The ballistae immediately opened fire since the front ranks of the horde were now well within their range. The large darts fired into the tightly packed mass of bodies, with each taking several lives on impact, piercing through flesh as if it wasn’t there. 
 
    The horde surged, eager to rip apart everything that was nearby. Their initial target was, of course, the Aclax army since it was the closest. The mages, however, formed a tight cordon and bodily directed the creatures away. Finally, some noticed the Edkar army and ran towards them. The rest, seeing their brethren charging, followed suit. Soon the whole mass of creatures were all running in the same direction. 
 
    Following loud commands, the human archers fired a volley at their maximum range. Before it fell, they fired another. The horned one ran into the first volley. Normally, arrows would not be very effective against infantry at such range and would be easily blocked by most armor. The horned ones, however, were naked, and arrows readily pierced their flesh even at a distance. Still, there were too many of the beasts to be stopped even by massed arrow fire, and they quickly covered the ground between the two armies. 
 
    Lester had placed half of the three thousand vampires he had in front of his army, arrayed in a very loose formation several ranks deep. Now he watched as the horned raced forward through the arrow fire to finally attack the vampires. The staggered front of the horde immediately overrun the first row of vampires, burying them under a mass of hungry teeth and sharp claws. 
 
    The second row was quickly overrun as well, followed by the third. There was an obvious pileup now, as the creatures in the front wanted to stop and attack the vampires they were on top of while the horned in the back pressed forward. Then the fourth and final row of vampires was completely buried beneath the writhing mass of red bodies. 
 
    The archers, meanwhile, continued shooting as fast as they could into the pileup. Now they were firing horizontally, directly into the enemy, rather than arcing the arrows at long range. Thousands of creatures died from the massed fire, but some still pushed on. Fortunately, that was still within the plan, as the creature’s path was now blocked by human infantry. 
 
    While most of the humans in the vampire army were archers, some were given the role of shielding the ranged troops. The now thinned and disoriented horde crashed against a wall of spears and shields, breaking against it and dying.  
 
    Bloodwalker Lester nodded proudly. His soldiers would hold. However, this was only the start. While the horned ones were charging, the mages had advanced forward behind them. The ballistae had immediately switched targets when they came into range, specifically targeting the mages, not the human infantry marching alongside them. However, there were nowhere near enough of the ballistae to do much against the advancing enemy. At the same time, to the right flank of the Edkar army, the enemy cavalry was starting to make its move. Lester, shading his eyes with his hand the whole time, saw that only the mounted archers were moving so far. 
 
    The mages stopped about four hundred meters away, outside the maximum range of the archers. This was also outside the range of individual mages, but they had ways around it. Several mages of the same type could work together to increase their range and power. Now, working in groups of ten, the mages started their attack. Lester, meanwhile, raised his hand and gave a sign to those around him. Within seconds a horn sounded, carrying its message to the centaurs stationed behind the human archers. 
 
    While the water mages, the dedicated healers of the Aclax armies, sat this one out, three other kinds of mages attacked. Fire mages, the most numerous, created building-sized fireballs high above them and sent them hurling in a volley towards the teeming mass of horned ones that were still on top of the vampires that tried to stop them. The fireballs impacted with a loud roar, and bursts of liquid fire sprayed everywhere, burning the summoned creatures and vampires alike. 
 
    Earth mages, almost as numerous as the fire mages, formed large stone spheres and hurled them at where the Edkar vampires were. The boulders impacted with sprays of blood and torn flesh, rolling forward and crushing everything in their way. In fact, some of the boulders rolled through the ranks of human infantry who were holding back the horned ones, creating breaches in the lines. 
 
    Both fire and earth mages focused their efforts on destroying the vampires, the biggest threat on the battlefield. While the armored vampires were currently buried under a withing mass of horned ones, the summons were not actually doing that much damage. It was only a matter of time before all the summons were slaughtered, and the vampires dug their way out. 
 
    Meanwhile, the wind mages, about half as numerous as the other two kinds, focused on the human archers. Wind mages were not very effective at such a long range, even when working in big groups. They could not actually do much against armored vampires, but they could disable the archers. Several storms of wind blades hit the human soldiers, scoring cuts on their unprotected faces and ruining their bows. 
 
    As the mages charged up for a second volley, the previously calm weather changed, and wind began blowing over the flat plain they were on. The wind quickly picked up, blowing directly at the backs of the Edkar troops and into the faces of the mages. It soon built up in strength to the point where one had to brace against it. 
 
    Then, the centaurs fired a volley of arrows. Bigger and faster than their human counterparts, the arrows flew straight, riding the wind and hitting the unprepared mages. Even at this range, the centaurs fired their bows with unparalleled accuracy. Lester could see that what was close to five hundred mages had fallen to the ground, killed or wounded. Centaur arrows could pierce human plate armor if they hit right, and that’s what the mages were wearing. The second volley raced forward within seconds, but this time only causing casualties in the dozens. The earth mages were no slouches and had instantly stopped casting the big spells in favor of erecting earth walls to hide behind. 
 
    Most of the big spells were disrupted by the attack. Some of the giant fireballs were still launched, but they fell short, pushed back by the wind. The wind blade storms from the wind mages also didn’t make it close to their target.  
 
    The fight quickly devolved from its previously well-organized form. The fire and wind mages found themselves suddenly outside their range, but the earth mages could still shoot their projectiles through the incoming winds. They, however, had to do so blindly, as any mage that popped out from behind the hastily raised walls would immediately have a dozen centaur arrows flying towards them. 
 
    By now, most of the horned ones were dead, and the Edkar archers shifted their fire toward the human infantry that was advancing towards them. Satisfied that things were going as expected, Lester turned his attention to the flank. 
 
    Lester had placed half of his vampires on the right flank, a thousand five hundred of them total. The enemy mounted archers had been showering them with arrows, to absolutely no effect. Lester assumed that they planned to cause the vampires to chase them and draw them out of position. The heavily armored vampires, however, just stood there, ignoring the arrows shattering against their breastplates. 
 
    Then, something changed. Seeing that the main attack had stalled, whoever was commanding the flank decided to commit. Finally, one of the main threats entered the fight, Lester thought, watching the fallen emerge from the treeline nearby. By the looks of it, there were just over two thousand of them. The fallen bunched up and then broke into a sprint towards the vampire force blocking them. 
 
    Yes! That’s it! The bloodwalker thought. Do it. All I need is for you to commit and get stuck in a fight. Leaving behind a bunch of smaller groups, twelve hundred vampires moved forward to meet the charging fallen. The Edkar vampires were outnumbered, but they were much better armored. 
 
    Lester watched with interest, wondering how the weapons he introduced would perform. The vampire blocking force was equipped with heavy darts and spear throwers. These simple devices were, in essence, just sticks. Their ends were shaped in such a way that the butt of a dart could be nested into them. Then, holding the other end and using the stick as a lever, the throwers could achieve a way more powerful throw than if they were just using their hands. 
 
    The charging fallen were met with a volley of heavy darts, their points smeared in silver paste. Most of the darts scored glancing hits against plate armor and were deflected. Those that hit the armor straight on, however, managed to penetrate, temporarily knocking dozens of fallen out of the fight.  
 
    Another volley of darts was thrown, this one much more effective. Close to two hundred of the fallen were now wounded. Unfortunately, there was no third volley. The fallen, sprinting at top speed, crashed into the vampire ranks. 
 
    “Do it! Send the signal!” Bloodwalker Lester shouted. Near him, a group of archers lit their fire arrows and shot them high over the river. 
 
    That’s it, he thought. This was a risky plan, but it paid off.  
 
    The state of the main army hadn’t changed much, with everyone still trapped in a stalemate, so Lester continued watching the right flank. The enemy heavy cavalry was advancing now. With most of the vampires tied up fighting the fallen, the cavalry was now aiming to go around them and strike the main army’s flank. The small groups of vampires that were left behind moved to intercept, but Lester could already see that at least two formations of knights would make it through. 
 
    The cavalry charged forward, and the vampires charged to meet them. Each small group of vampires was about fifty large, while the formations they were facing were over a thousand knights each. The vampires spread out, and then the two masses violently collided.  
 
    Horses panicked and stalled, having realized that they were being attacked by vampires. Lances shattered against the thick armor. Some vampires were thrown to the ground by the heavy blows and were trampled by the panicking horses. They then simply got up, mostly unharmed. Some vampires had collided directly with the charging horses, maiming them on impact and bouncing off. These vampires also got up, unharmed. Some had jumped high, landing on the riders and knocking them off their horses. 
 
    All of the heavy cavalry formations that were attacked by the vampires instantly devolved into deadly chaotic pileups as the well-trained horses screamed and panicked, throwing knights to the ground.  
 
    Lester watched as two formations of knights rode through uncontested. He simply did not have enough vampires to stop everyone. He then observed, cursing internally, as the knights charged into his human archers, trampling and killing his soldiers by the hundred. 
 
    Things did not look good. There were enemy knights at the back of the army, and the much more numerous enemy infantry was now fighting the Edkar infantry as it tried to cover the archers. The vampires that were in the front row and had been overrun by the horned ones took heavy casualties due to the mage bombardment. Now they had retreated to the human infantry and were propping them up. The mages, meanwhile, had managed to move forward and were again all in range of their magic. The centaurs had picked off some of them but were now also taking casualties as the giant boulders landed amongst them. 
 
    They still haven’t noticed, Lester smiled grimly. They still think that they are winning.  
 
    Behind the enemy position, Lester watched as a mass of dark figures emerged from the deep, slow water of the river on whose banks the battle was taking place. Lester’s vampires had spent the whole last night in the cold dark, and now water streamed from them as it leaked out of their heavy armor. 
 
    These vampires belonged to the other Edkar army that was supposed to arrive at the frontline within the week. The human part of it would keep to the schedule. The vampires were already here. 
 
    Lester watched as almost three thousand vampires grouped up and then charged towards the backs of the unsuspecting mages. It’s over! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Siege of Ordor, Forvil Metsk - Day 40. 
 
      
 
    “Duchess Wizaya has betrayed us, and now I’m sitting in a cell, waiting for her phony judgment. How can the others be so blind? At least the guards provided me with paper to write this down on. 
 
      
 
    As darkness fell, we sallied out to attack what was left of the besieging army. It was glorious, and we slaughtered our enemies. The fallen they had were no match for our vampires. The mages were tough, as is befitting for evil. Still, we killed them to the last. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the remaining human enemies surrendered en masse, and that’s when everything went wrong. How could we show mercy to those who fed our women and children to the fallen? They killed our loved ones. They killed Gram! I ordered the troops under my command not to take prisoners, but they didn’t listen. I explained the truth to them. I pleaded with them. Nothing worked. Finally, I decided to lead by example, and I did until a vampire took my weapon away. 
 
      
 
    Everyone had gone crazy and soft, but I at least thought that the duchess would be on my side. But now I’m here in a cell, stripped of my rank and awaiting judgment. All because I killed the enemies that were set on destroying my country! 
 
      
 
    The world is upside down, and I don’t know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “They’ve put up a palisade, which is not a problem for the vampires, but it will stop us, humans. This is why opening the gate is your first priority,” the mercenary leader instructed his men. “Once the gate is open, the human troops will make their way towards the prisoners. The vampires, meanwhile, will seek out any groups that try to organize a counterattack and will disperse them. Once the human enemies realize what they are up against, they will run.” 
 
    “Do not approach the mages unless it is absolutely necessary,” he continued. “You will be working in teams of two. If you encounter a lone mage, attack from multiple angles from range. If there is more than one, find reinforcements. There are only twenty of you. We can’t afford to have one of you getting himself disabled. If any of the mages prove tough, call out their position. Lord Daywalker will be actively hunting the mages.” 
 
    After the briefing, the vampires approached the enemy camp, stealthily moving through the tall grass. They were finally spotted when they were two hundred meters away and immediately broke into a sprint. The vampires reached the palisade in seconds and easily scaled over it as the human sentries panicked. 
 
    Lilah, landing lightly on the other side of the wall, killed the one soldier next to her and headed deeper into the camp, looking for mages. She had a short sword in one hand and her crossbow in the other.  
 
    Suddenly, over the screams of frightened humans, she heard someone shout out “Mage!” and immediately changed direction. Slashing at random human soldiers in passing, Lilah sprinted in between the tents until she came up behind a fire mage that was spraying down a pair of vampire mercenaries with a torrent of firebolts. The idiot had already set several tents on fire, and it wasn’t in Lilah’s plans to burn the whole place down, at least until she got the prisoners out. 
 
    Still unnoticed, Lilah jogged up behind the mage and punched him in the helmet with her sword hand. She was still in her human form, and the power boost she got from eating a fallen hadn’t worn off yet. With a sickening crunch, the mage’s head was halfway ripped off of his body. 
 
    Damn, I need to learn to control my power, Lilah thought, watching the dead mage fall to the ground. 
 
    The scout’s report proved incredibly accurate, as the mercenaries only found two more mages in the camp and, to their credit, killed both of them. They also didn’t find a single fallen in the whole camp. It seemed that the enemy had gathered all of their strong fighters for the battle, and the mages in the base were there only to keep random hordes of horned ones at bay. 
 
    The Aclax soldiers seemed demoralized and were fleeing even before the human mercenary crossbowmen got through the gates. Lilah was happy at the easy victory, but at the same time, she was worried. The enemy supply situation was not good, so they should have defended their camp better. At the same time, if they had almost no supplies left, then there was no point in guarding the camp. They were probably counting on capturing supplies from the defeated Edkar army. 
 
    The scouts had estimated about a thousand prisoners,  but Lilah was hoping that there would be more. By this point, the mercenaries had secured the prisoners and were working to free them from their restraints and get them out of the camp. 
 
    As Lilah rounded a corner of a large tent, she spotted a line of haggard prisoners escorted by several crossbowmen. Most of the rescued captives, for some reason, were still bound together with rope. That, and they were all young men. 
 
    “What’s going on? Why are they still restrained?” Lilah asked as she approached them. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker, there you are,” a crossbowman who Lilah recognized as one of the sergeants replied. He then quickly moved up the line of prisoners and pulled out one of the unrestrained ones. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker,” the mercenary said as he led the prisoner up to her. “We have a bit of a situation. This boy here can explain it. Please excuse me. I need to get these people out of here before the mages show up, or worse.” 
 
    The young man in front of Lilah had a bruised face and a swollen-shut eye. The injuries looked a day or two old, though, so she was sure that it wasn’t the mercenaries’ doing. The young man tried to say something but erupted in a wheezing cough instead. 
 
    Lilah flipped up her visor, showing her mask to the young man, but counter to her expectations, she saw no reaction. 
 
    “Can you tell me who you are?” Lilah asked gently after he stopped coughing. 
 
    “Brian Embers, a recruit in Aclax infantry,” he answered. 
 
    Lilah frowned. Why was she talking to an enemy prisoner? Why were all of the freed prisoners she’d seen so far young men? 
 
    “Where are the kidnapped Edkar civilians?” Lilah asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    The young man may have been putting up a brave front so far, but Lilah saw his one visible eye tearing up. 
 
    “I’m sorry. There are none left,” he said, his voice shaking. 
 
    Despite the overwhelming strength of her body, Lilah felt get knees grow weak and sank to the ground. She had known intellectual that tens of thousands of her people had been killed, but the hope of saving a thousand, or even a hundred, had kept her going forward at full speed. Now? She had utterly failed once again. 
 
    The young man, gasping in pain, gingerly lowered himself to the ground next to Lilah. 
 
    “None of us knew what it would be like, but we didn’t want to die, so we didn’t do anything and kept following orders,” he started talking. “But then we ran out of adult prisoners, and all we had left was children. It was too much. It was better to die than to feed children to those monsters. Please believe me. We tried to save them, but only a few mages stood with us. Against the rest and the vampires, we stood no….” 
 
    “They are not vampires!” Lilah screamed at the young man, causing him to flinch back and painfully fall over. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lilah said after a moment. “We refer to them as fallen. Please go with the others. You will be safe there.” 
 
    The ease with which they had taken the camp now made more sense. The Aclax soldiers actually didn’t have anything to fight for, especially the infantry, which was composed of low-status humans. Hopefully, the actual battle was going well. Mages, unfortunately, would not suffer from low morale. 
 
    Hearing someone calling for her, Lilah once again instructed the young man to go back to his group and went to go find out what happened. She quickly found Simon, the Twilight Crossbowmen leader, standing together with a dozen of the vampires from his company and about thirty human crossbowmen. The man was standing by the camp’s palisade, talking to one of the vampires, while the others were up on the platforms, looking over the wall. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Daywalker,” he exclaimed as she came near. “I assume that you’ve heard the news about the prisoners by now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lilah answered shortly.  
 
    “Right, it’s unfortunate, but at least we can say that not all of Aclax’s people deserve what’s coming to them,” he said. “We have swept the camp, and it looks like everyone ran as soon as they came under attack. From the few prisoners we’ve taken, it looks like they thought that their army got crushed. It was a fairly well-organized retreat, and they left in the direction of Ordor. I’m guessing they plan to link up with the army still besieging the city.” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “Good job. I’m sure that their fears will soon reflect reality.” 
 
    “We’ve searched the camp,” he continued. “They don’t have much in terms of food left. Apparently, the last few resupply caravans from Aclax never arrived. As for the rescued prisoners, there are about seven hundred of them. All of them are imprisoned Aclax human soldiers, though we did find about twenty mages amongst them.” 
 
    “That’s valuable,” Lilah said, her mood slightly improving. “Mages that tried to stand up for our people, even if it was too late. I’d like to speak with them.”  
 
    “Sure, after we decide on what to do with our fallen problem,” Simon said, gesturing towards the wall. 
 
    He and Lilah climbed up to the platform, looking over. “Do you see that group there?” Simon said, pointing in the distance. “A bunch of fallen showed up as we were securing the camp. There are about fifty of them, and some seem heavily injured. We spotted them from a long way away and met them with a crossbow volley. They retreated, but who knows when they’ll grow the balls to attack us.” 
 
    “You should have started with this,” Lilah snarled. “Did you say that they were wounded?” 
 
    “Yes,” the mercenary commander replied carefully, suddenly wary of Lilah. Even at an angle where he was, he could see her red eyes glowing through her helmet’s visor. “Some of them were carried by the others.” 
 
    “That means that we have won the battle,” Lilah said, walking up to the platform's edge. “If they had won, they would have healed by eating our soldiers.” Lilah placed one armored boot on top of the palisade. “Captain, your mission is to get the people we rescued safely out of here.” Lilah then locked her visor closed and pushed off the wall, jumping down. 
 
    The captain, the vampires, and the humans behind her yelled for her to come back, but Lilah simply yelled back for them to follow their orders and kept jogging slowly towards the group of fallen. 
 
    Lilah felt hungry. Hungry and very angry. She also still felt like she could crush mountains with her hands. I probably feel like a vampire does when compared to a human, Lilah thought. Well then, let me show you what your victims felt like. 
 
    There were fifty fallen in front of her, though maybe thirty of them were in a state to fight. Many were missing their weapons. Many were missing pieces of armor and were covering themselves from the sun with blankets. Even from a distance, Lilah could smell the sunburned flesh. Still, it was too many to fight, but Lilah didn’t particularly care. Not with the number of lives she had ruined. 
 
    The fallen had gathered in the shade of a dense line of large conifers someone had planted between fields. They were watching the lone vampire that was approaching them with interest. Having reached the shadow near them, Lilah ripped her greatsword off her back and threw it on the ground. She then took off her shortsword and threw it away too. 
 
    One of the fallen walked away from the group towards her. 
 
    “Listen, fucker. We are not surrendering,” he said. “We know what you’ll do to us. Leave us be, and we’ll go back to Aclax….” 
 
    He stopped in astonishment when Lilah ripped her helmet off her head, throwing it to the ground. She then took off her mask and did the same with it. She was in the shade, but it was far from perfect. Sunrays danced along her fair skin, leaving burning lines. Clumps of newly grown hair fell down, cut through by the light. 
 
    “What… But you’re like us! Why are you on their side?!” He exclaimed. 
 
    Lilah looked the fallen up and down. His breastplate and backplate were separate pieces. Lightning quick, Lilah stepped forward and grabbed him by his armor. She then yanked the breastplate clean off of the stunned fallen to the sound of snapping leather straps. Then, she grabbed him by the helmet, forcefully tilting his head to the side, and sunk her fangs into his now exposed neck. The fallen screamed and squirmed in her grasp at first, but he was fully drained within a few seconds, and Lilah threw his corpse to the side.  
 
    The others hadn’t moved yet, staring at the scene in astonishment. Sunrays danced along Lilah’s bloody face, leaving lines of burning flesh behind, while the new vitality she’d just ingested struggled to heal her. Suddenly, Lilah felt herself go blind in one eye. Hissing with pain and anger, Lilah screamed and ran at the crowd of fallen. They, after a moment, started screaming in terror. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah woke up in a tent, her whole body hurting with sunburn. Feeling a cup of blood pressed against her lips, Lilah drank it deeply. Feeling a little stronger, she opened her eyes and was startled to see a blood-red mask looking at her. 
 
    “Care to explain why you did something so crazy?” The bloodwalker asked. 
 
    “Lord Bloodwalker Cleon Lester, it’s a pleasure to see you,” Lilah rasped out. 
 
    “Answer the question, Lilah,” he said impatiently. “Your mercenaries saw the whole thing. They rushed out to help you, you know? It’s a good thing that they know enough about the fallen to know that there was something weird about you, so they brought you to me instead of finishing you off on the spot.” 
 
    Lilah grimaced. “So they didn’t follow orders.” 
 
    The red mask was suddenly inches away from Lilah’s face. “Don’t give out orders that you know will not be followed!” The bloodwalker shouted at her. “Have I taught you nothing!?” 
 
    Standing upright again, he continued. “You ripped apart about thirty fallen. It was a mess. An impressive mess, but a foolish one nevertheless. Why?” 
 
    Lilah grimaced again. “It seems that I missed a spot. There were about fifty of them.” 
 
    “Stop trying my patience,” Lester said, irritated. “Why did you do it? Did you lose control? It’s not just your fate on the line, you know. If it turns out that your kind loses control like this, then we might end up treating them like we do the fallen.” 
 
    “No, I did not lose control!” Lilah growled at him. “At least not like that. They should have just left me in the sun.” 
 
    “What? Were you aiming to get yourself killed?” Lester said, genuine surprise in his voice. “That’s not the Lilah I know. Maybe draining the fallen did change you.” 
 
    “No! There were none of our people left in the camp! Do you know that? None,” Lilah answered angrily. “And the tens of thousands dead? Probably hundreds of thousands along the whole front. All because of me! If only I weren’t such a failure, I could have stopped this damned war….” 
 
    Lilah’s head rocked to the side as the bloodwalker slapped her hard. Seeing double, Lilah tasted her own blood on her lips as her sunburned skin cracked. 
 
    “Get off your high horse, Lilah,” Lester said, strangely calm. “Did becoming a daywalker get to your head? Do you think you’re so important? The whole world suddenly revolves around you, and you feel responsible for everything? I don’t remember teaching someone so weak or so stupid.” 
 
    “How many of my people died today, do you think?” Lester continued. “Thousands. Thousands of vampires and humans who I was personally responsible for. Do you expect me to melt down like some worthless piece of shit because of it too? No. I am proud to have served with them, and I will continue leading those who are alive toward the next victory. That’s my duty. So I suggest that you remember your duty.” Lester then tossed a bone white mask with a bloody six on it onto Lilah’s chest. 
 
    “If you were aiming to make me feel better with that speech, you didn’t,” Lilah said as the bloodwalker turned around to leave. 
 
    “I’m not your doctor. Neither for your body nor your mind. You’re a smart girl. You can figure out what I meant,” he said as he left the tent.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The city of Aclax, capital of Aclax kingdom, Anya. 
 
      
 
    “Lily did not come into work today. She didn’t say anything, and that’s unlike her. It will be difficult to run the bakery with just Mark and me. After we close up for the day, I’ll get Mark to come with me and check up on her.  
 
      
 
    Poor Lily. I know it’s selfish, but I wish I didn’t go to check on her. Though the door to her home was closed, the lock was broken. Inside, she and her whole family lay dead. Mark was braver than me and looked Lily over. He says that they were drained of blood. Who could have done something like this? A Vampire? Why are there vampires here? This is not Edkar, where vampires roam the streets.  
 
      
 
    Mark had been telling me that the mages have somehow been using vampires for the war with Edkar. Something about fighting fire with fire. But why would the mages do something like that? They are much stronger than vampires anyways. We don’t need vampires to win, so I don’t believe it for a second. These are probably more infiltrators from Edkar, just like the ones who killed our former king.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Four days after the battle, the Edkar army had still not moved anywhere. Camped out near the battlefield, the army was licking its wounds and processing the multitude of prisoners they had captured. 
 
    Despite being attacked from behind by a large force of vampires, most of the mages had fought to the last. Only a small fraction had surrendered, and many of the prisoners were those who were knocked out or too injured to keep fighting. The continent needed the portal systems to continue functioning at the high level it had before the war, so Edkar made every effort to ensure that the rank and file mages survived. 
 
    The surviving enemy cavalry units disengaged and escaped, and the vampires did not pursue them. The infantry, on the other hand, had no real way to escape, nor did they have the morale to keep fighting more than the bare minimum. As soon as the mages got hit from behind, Aclax infantry mass surrendered. Frankly, there were now more prisoners than there were people in the army that captured them, which was problematic, to say the least. For the moment, the plan was to wait for the human portion of the second army to arrive and to hand the prisoners off to them. Then, the army led by Bloodwalker Lester would march into Aclax. 
 
    News arrived about two more battles that took place in the regions south of Ordor. One resulted in an outright victory, while the other ended with both armies retreating. The war seemed to be truly turning in Edkar’s favor. 
 
    On the other front, Celusia was doing well. After the first victory, they lost two smaller battles but then decisively crushed the main force that was threatening them. At this very moment, they were already marching deeper into Aclax. 
 
    To the north, the sleeping giant that was the orc kingdom had not stirred yet. At least not militarily. Trade was another thing, though. Marak had already pledged that it would not allow famine due to war to take place, and there was already foodstuff being shipped into Edkar and Celusia. In fact, Marak was ready to supply Aclax as well, provided that it was cleared of the fallen. None of this was entirely free, but to their credit, Marak was selling everything at a significant loss. 
 
    Lilah had spent the days in bed, her sunburns too severe to move around too much without hurting herself for the first few days. She spent the time lost in thought, which didn’t improve her mood in the least. 
 
     Lilah was well cared for. She was fed two times a day to facilitate her recovery. It was on the fourth day, in the morning, that Lilah was surprised by who came to feed her. It was a familiar young woman, and she was even carrying her baby with her. Lilah remembered her vividly. She was the one whose hatch to the cellar was jammed. Lilah and the Midnight Owls had escorted her and the other villagers to safety. 
 
    For the first few days, Lilah was too weak to cover her face with her mask when others came in. Not that it mattered much since she would have had to take it off to eat anyways. Afterward, she simply didn’t bother. Her face being on display was quite fitting.  
 
    Now, however, Lilah felt an impulse to cover herself. She looked around frantically and spotted her mask at the other end of the tent, exactly where she had thrown it. The woman noticed where she was looking and immediately went over to pick up the mask. 
 
    “Here you go, Lady Daywalker,” she said with a wide happy smile. 
 
    Lilah took the proffered mask. She did not put it on, though. Instead, she clutched it to her chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t think I ever asked you your name when we last met,” Lilah said. 
 
    The young woman’s smile brightened and got even more impossibly wide.  
 
    “You actually remember me, Lady Daywalker,” she said. “I’m Raylee Frye.” 
 
    “Of course I remember you, Raylee,” Lilah said. “You’re one of the few people I actually managed to help.” 
 
    The woman’s smile slipped and turned into a frown, her eyes looking somewhere far away for a moment. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I reminded you of someone you lost,” Lilah said, feeling even more like a failure. 
 
    The woman, however, shook her head sternly. “Please don’t apologize, Lady Daywalker. You’re the hero that saved us, and I owe everything to you.” She then turned so that her baby could look at Lilah. 
 
    “Can I hold him?” Lilah, getting a weird feeling as she looked into the large curious eyes, suddenly spoke without thinking. She realized what she said immediately but didn’t know how to backtrack. The young mother, meanwhile, smiled and offered Lilah the baby. 
 
    Making sure to support his head, Lilah took the baby and held it gingerly. Raylee, meanwhile, walked up behind Lilah and made a face at the baby over Lilah’s shoulder. The baby laughed happily and reached up with a tiny hand. Entranced, Lilah offered her finger to grab onto, marveling at the tiny strength in the tiny hands. 
 
    “You had another little boy,” Lilah said. “Is he alright? And what are you doing here anyway, Raylee?” 
 
    “He’s staying with some family,” she answered. “I volunteered to help around however I could, at least until the army moves on. Which reminds me, I’m here to feed you, Lady Daywalker.” 
 
    The mother reached for the baby, which was starting to fuss, and Lilah reluctantly handed it back. Then, Raylee sat down on the bed next to Lilah and offered her bare arm. Lilah took it and carefully bit down. 
 
    Lilah had noticed one curious thing over her bedridden period. Her desire to finish eating to the end had greatly diminished. Stopping had always been an exercise of willpower, but now it was incredibly easy. On the other hand, she had caught herself throwing some rather hungry looks at vampires, so she wasn’t sure if it was a positive change. 
 
    Lilah let go of the arm and found herself looking at a frowning face. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker, you did not take nearly enough,” Raylee said. “I’ve fed vampires before. You’re supposed to drink more than that.” The woman’s eyes then widened. “They said that you’re not healing as fast as you’re supposed to. Is this why?”  
 
    Lilah sighed in annoyance. Everyone seemed to want to involve themselves in her business. Still, she couldn’t be mad at someone so well-meaning. Not wanting to explain herself, Lilah simply bit the arm again. 
 
    The woman was finally satisfied when she started feeling a bit lightheaded. The two then shared some more friendly small talk, and Lilah quite enjoyed pretending that she was with a friend. It couldn’t last forever, though. 
 
    Before leaving, the young woman bowed to Lilah. 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you, Lady Lilah,” Raylee said. “Thank you for saving me and my children.” 
 
    The human then left, leaving Lilah feeling awkward. The whole interaction reminded Lilah of her lessons in the citadel. Her teachers were wiser than she had ever thought and tried to prepare Lilah for exactly the situation she had found herself in. They tried to teach her how not to let failure and loss stop her and to remember her individual successes. They taught her to remember her responsibilities, but they also tried to teach her not to feel responsible for all the things she couldn’t control. She was not all-powerful, so shouldering all responsibility obviously made no logical sense. Her teachers had obviously failed, at least initially. 
 
    For the rest of the day, Lilah lay in bed, reliving her lessons in the citadel. She understood them intellectually, but that didn’t help as much as it should have. Still, what they had said made much more sense now than it did in the past. Maybe their lessons were never actually complete until she could experience the subject matter on her own? 
 
    Lilah was fed again in the evening, though it was by someone she didn’t know this time. Feeling stronger, Lilah gathered herself and got out of bed. She put on her mask and left her tent. Outside, she found one of the vampire doctors and asked to see Emil. 
 
    The wounded member of the Midnight Owls did not look well. Even with his head covered, Lilah could tell that chunks of it were still missing. The doctors had to take knives to his already battered brain to remove every bit that was burned by the sunlight. Without the operation, he had no chance of healing correctly. With it, he was still unlikely to come out completely unharmed. 
 
    Next up, Lilah asked around about the Twilight Crossbowmen, but it turned out that they had already left the camp. After what they had witnessed, they were not too keen on working with her. Lilah couldn’t blame them. 
 
    As the next step, Lilah went to see the bloodwalker. The guards at the big command tent stopped her, one of them stepping inside to announce her arrival. After a moment, several high-ranked officers left the tent, and she was invited inside. 
 
    “So, you’re done moping?” Lester said, standing by a large table filled with maps. The two of them were all alone. 
 
    “You’re as uncouth as ever, Lord Lester,” Lilah said. 
 
    “My apologies,” he replied immediately. “Are you quite finished with your existential crisis, Lady Raelinn?” 
 
    Lilah sighed. “I’m ready to return to my duties.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The bloodwalker said thoughtfully. “If that is the case, then I have a package for you from the blood lord and orders to go along with it.” 
 
    Before she could say anything, Lester jumped into an explanation of what was going on in Aclax. Apparently, things were not going well for the crown prince, as about half of the country had rescinded their recognition of him as the king. In response, he labeled a whole bunch of influential mages as traitors. The rest of his family, which included two sisters and the last remaining brother, were currently in the capital and were probably not allowed to leave. The new king could not allow one of his siblings to lead the rebellion against him. 
 
    Edkar and Celusia had established contact with several influential families of mages that were amongst the rebels but failed to reach an understanding with them. Even with what they considered to be an illegitimate king sitting on the throne, the rebels could not allow foreign forces to assault the country's capital. Their plan to put the last remaining prince in control also did not satisfy Edkar since, by all accounts, the prince had eagerly cooperated at the start of the conflict. 
 
    “So, for now, we will be ignoring the rebels,” Lester said. “If they attack us, we will deal with them, but otherwise, this army will be marching on the capital.” 
 
    “Ok, so what does all of this have to do with my orders?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Lilah,” her old teacher said after a long pause. “Are you really alright?” 
 
    “I’m alright enough to follow orders,” she said. 
 
    “Look, it’s a combat mission,” he said. “But the blood lord left me with certain authority on it. He wants you to do it, but if I judge that you can’t, then I can find someone else.” 
 
    “So you don’t think I can?” Lilah asked, a little hurt. 
 
    “I do think that you can,” Lester corrected her immediately. “But I don’t think that you should. You’re a daywalker. You should be traveling around and helping people. You should not be taking on combat missions. You’re too soft, and I don’t mean it as an insult. You should be dealing with civilian problems, which calls for softness. So say a word, and I will find someone else.” 
 
    Lilah’s eyes almost popped out of her mask. “Are you trying to be nice to me? Is there an impostor under that mask?” 
 
    “Are you trying to joke away my question because it makes you uncomfortable?” Lester shot back. 
 
    “There is no need to baby me,” Lilah sighed. “I’ve been trained for this longer than I’ve been not. It’s different in the flesh, I admit it. It’s hard to have so many people die while I’m so intertwined with the whole thing. But I have been reminded that I accomplished a lot too, and I even held it in my hands. I think I’ll pull through, though I’m sure that there is still a lot of sadness ahead of me. Is that good enough?” 
 
    “Battered but not broken?” There was a smirk in the bloodwalker’s voice. “I like it. You might make a decent vampire yet. Here you go.” 
 
    Lester pulled a bundle out of a chest that was in the back of the tent and tossed it to Lilah. She unwrapped it and saw that it was a red mask. 
 
    “What? Is he firing me?” Lilah said, angry. She had considered retiring from the position of a daywalker, but the blood lord firing her was another thing altogether. 
 
    “No, you’re just going to be a bloodwalker for the duration,” Lester said. “Can’t have you besmirching the daywalkers’ good name. Read the letter.” 
 
    There was a letter affixed to the inside of the mask, sealed with blood. It was obviously from the blood lord, and it was addressed to her. 
 
     
 
    “Lilah Raelinn, my newest right hand. 
 
    By all accounts, the war is as good as finished. I do not know what the traitorous prince thought he could accomplish with the whole world against him. Nor do I know what James Raelinn’s goals were. I need you to try to find these things out while you’re on your mission. 
 
    Our allies do not want to continue waging war in the winter. The centaurs are pushing for an end to the conflict, and since they helped militarily, I have to at least pretend to listen. Celusia only cares about eradicating the fallen. Marak wants stability. Because of this, we are under an ever-increasing pressure to sue for peace under the condition that all the fallen are to be eradicated. Unfortunately, that is the only condition that our allies demand. They are not interested in changing Aclax’s government and are fine with leaving the rogue king in power. That, or handing the reins to his younger brother. 
 
    We can not allow this to happen. The rogue king must die for his crimes. His family? I don’t know the extent of their wrongdoings, which is why I am sending you. You serve as the judge and executioner in Edkar, to the great benefit of its people. You will continue doing this job, but this time you will be judging the royal family of Aclax. Will their continued existence benefit our people? 
 
    Before the city falls or a treaty is reached, you must remove the current king from power and ascertain if any of his siblings are worthy of taking it. How you go about this is up to you, but our allies must remain none the wiser.” 
 
      
 
    The letter was signed and had all the seals that confirmed its authenticity. 
 
    “How much do you know?” Lilah asked. There were a couple of lit candles on the table, and she used one to set the letter on fire. 
 
    “It’s a combat mission, and I was to open the letter myself if I judged you unfit to carry out a combat mission,” the bloodwalker replied.  
 
    So he’s not on the need to know, Lilah thought. This is quite the mission. I don’t think I can involve others in it either. The fewer people know, the better. If it was just the new king, assassinating him wouldn’t be that controversial. Not under these circumstances. Killing the rest of the royal family, however, would have real consequences for our country. 
 
    Lilah tucked the red mask inside her clothing so it would be out of sight. She had just been given an enormous responsibility, but she felt better than she had in weeks. Following orders was just so much easier than being completely in control. Lilah had loved being a daywalker, at least before the war, but this was the kind of thing she had always thought she would be doing once she finished her training.  
 
    Once the letter was burned completely, Lilah excused herself and left the tent. Lester didn’t stop her, nor did he ask anything. He was too much of a professional.  
 
    As soon as she walked outside, Lilah turned around and walked back in. 
 
    “Lord Lester, could you please give me some money? I don’t have any.” Lilah asked. 
 
    The vampire dug a coin purse out of his pocket and tossed it to Lilah. “What is it for? You should be able to bill anything to the treasury.”  
 
    “I was helped out a lot by someone, and I want to give them a gift,” Lilah said. She then opened the purse and shook her head. “This is way too much.” She then started counting out some coins, not touching the gold. 
 
    “That is illegal,” the bloodwalker said. “You’re not supposed to personally favor individuals. Not materially.” There was no reproach in his voice.  
 
    “I’m not breaking the spirit of the law,” Lilah said and tossed the slightly lighter purse back. 
 
    “You’ve changed,” Lester said. “The student I knew was a stickler to the rules.”  
 
    Lilah laughed in response. “That was a very low-stakes environment to be judged in. I don’t think I changed that much. Anyways, If I live long enough, I’m sure that we’ll meet again.” 
 
    Lilah left the commander's tent and headed back to the medical area. There, she asked around for the woman that had come to feed her that morning. 
 
    Lilah found Raylee serving food to soldiers. Coming up to the surprised woman, Lilah asked her to step away so they could speak. 
 
    “Why did you want to talk to me, Lady Daywalker,” Raylee asked when they found a relatively secluded spot. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you before I left the camp,” Lilah said and took out a purse. “This is for you.” 
 
    “What did I do?” Raylee said, accepting the purse. She opened it and gasped in shock. “I can’t accept this.” 
 
    “Trust me when I say that you helped me,” Lilah said, refusing to take the money back. 
 
    “But this is a few years worth of salary if I were to apprentice….” The young woman said, still confused. 
 
    “Right, that’s why I’m not giving you more,” Lilah said. “Do you understand the dangers of coming into this much money? I don’t want you or your children to get hurt because of my gift.” 
 
    “I understand,” Raylee said, closing the purse and tucking it away. “But I still don’t understand how I helped you.” 
 
    “I’m not comfortable talking about it right now,” Lilah said, smiling sadly under her mask. “I’m leaving the Ordor region for now. I’ll come back sometime in the future, and when I do, I’ll look for you, and I’ll tell you. Maybe by that time, your children will have grandchildren of their own. I hope that you and your family will have a long and happy life. Stay safe!” She said the last thing as she quickly walked away. Raylee shouted a goodbye at her back, and Lilah waved back without turning around.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The city of Aclax, capital of Aclax kingdom, Anya. 
 
      
 
    “Something is happening. There are so many patrols on the streets. Despite it, drained bodies are being found everywhere. Mark says that last night when he was going home from work, he personally witnessed a crazed vampire attack a patrol of guards right on the street. 
 
      
 
    What is Edkar doing to us? Why can’t the mages stop them? What’s most odd is that the portal traffic to other countries stopped completely. Once Edkar attacked us, I thought the rest of the world would come to our aid against the monsters. So why did everyone abandon us?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The morning found Lilah on the road. She was well enough to move, and she could finish healing on the way. 
 
    Lilah was wearing the heavy vampire plate armor, though she did paint it grey so as not to be immediately recognizable as an Edkar soldier. Besides her usual weaponry, she also carried three skins filled with blood. The blood would go bad by the end of the day, but Lilah planned to drink it all before that. She needed to heal as quickly as possible. 
 
    Having gone north of Ordor, Lilah gave the city a wide berth. Now, she was coming up on Fayfare, a town she had visited before the war. Lilah stayed away from this town too, but she did come close enough to look at it from afar. 
 
    Fayfare didn’t look good. Lilah couldn’t actually see over the town walls from where she was, but she did see that the gates were wide open, and there was no movement anywhere. The mages must have taken the town. Forcing herself not to dwell on what happened to the people there, Lilah moved on. 
 
    Lilah was planning to cross the border with Aclax through the forest she had been in before. It would be easier to hide from prying eyes there, but even with how careful she was, she was still spotted before she made it to the forest. Fortunately, it was not the enemy. 
 
    As a patrol of vampires closed in on her, Lilah stood still and turned to face them. The vampires quickly spotted the red mask she was wearing and slowed down from the full-on sprint. For now, Lilah was a bloodwalker, a high-ranking military operative. Bloodwalkers usually led armies, but it was not uncommon for special operatives to don the mask as well. At the moment, she could not let herself be known as a daywalker, so she left all of the items that identified her with Bloodwalker Lester.  
 
    “Where are you from, soldiers?” Lilah strained her voice and asked in a deeper masculine tone. She should have been ahead of the scouts from the army she had left. Were they the partisans from the border forts? 
 
    “We’re from Ordor, sir. We are checking on the nearby settlements,” One of the soldiers said. “Could you please identify yourself, sir?” 
 
    “Spec ops Manticore under captain Alfred Dawnflame. I am on an independent mission,” Lilah said. The soldiers nodded. They would report to their commander, of course, but they knew that they needed to keep quiet about her otherwise. Lilah made a mental note to let the appropriate people know about this. Otherwise, the kingdom would waste resources investigating about who was pretending to be one of their special operatives. 
 
    “The army shouldn’t have reached Ordor yet,” Lilah said. “Did you break free by yourselves, or did the enemy retreat?” 
 
    “Both, sir,” the soldier replied enthusiastically. “A large portion of the besieging force left, so we sallied out and destroyed the rest, taking many prisoners and sending the rest running. Unfortunately, we had to take cover in the city again since large elements of the enemy army had been moving past us. They were all moving west. Were they what was left of the Aclax army?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lilah answered. “Bloodwalker Cleon Lester led the battle and completely crushed the Aclax army.” Lilah’s words caused a commotion amongst the vampires as they started excitedly whispering amongst themselves. Lester was very famous and popular. 
 
    After a few more quick questions, the scouting party left Lilah and headed for Fayfare. They had been doing a circuit of the town and would now try to see how it was on the inside. Lilah, meanwhile, headed for the forest. 
 
    Once amongst the trees, Lilah mapped out her route to take her far from anywhere people lived. She did want to check on the villages she had visited before the war, but it was probably better if she didn’t know exactly what happened to them. She did, however, visit one of the places she’d been to before. It was the ruined tower where the wyvern had made its nest. 
 
    Lilah approached the ruin slowly and carefully. It was possible that people, or even some kind of a monster, had taken shelter here. She listened carefully for any noise and watched the ground for any clues. If there was anyone in there, she hoped it was people from the village. 
 
    The place turned out to be completely empty. Disappointed but relieved at the same time, Lilah took shelter in the shade of the ruined tower. This spot was fairly close to the border, and she planned to spend the rest of the day there. Once darkness fell, she would make her way into enemy territory. 
 
    The rest of the day passed uneventfully, and Lilah headed for the border as the sun started to set. It was completely dark when she crossed the imaginary line between the kingdoms. Nothing happened. No patrols tracked her, nor did she see any at all. With the chaos that Aclax was in, Lilah wondered how functional the kingdom was at the moment. 
 
    Using the maps to avoid the settlements in the forest, Lilah was on the opposite edge of the forest by morning. She didn’t leave the cover of trees, however. While Lilah could move very quickly and stealthily at night, any random peasant could spot her during daytime in open terrain. So instead of risking revealing herself, Lilah moved along the tree line until she was near a village and then found a nook to hide in for the day. 
 
    The day was boring and long. People moved around nearby, going about their business. Lilah, with nothing to do but think, found herself growing resentful of the peacefulness that the Aclax villagers lived under. With all that her own people had to go through, why did these people… 
 
    Lilah spent the rest of the day berating herself. The random human villagers in Aclax were not her enemy, and wishing disaster on them was not at all fair. Just because her own people were faced with violence didn’t mean that bringing that same violence to everyone else would make anything better. What she needed to do was to focus on those who were responsible, she decided internally. 
 
    It was evening when Lilah moved again. Instead of going around, as she did before, she headed straight for the village. Lilah had finished all the blood before the last nightfall, and she wasn’t fully healed yet. That, and she needed to maintain her physical condition in enemy territory. 
 
    The was probably only one mage in the village, placed in charge of the peasants. The mage would be low-ranked and a weak one at that. The mage would not be a serious threat to Lilah in a straight fight, but she had no intention of ever testing that. Stealth was the goal. 
 
    Skulking around the village outskirts, Lilah quickly found a drunk man stumbling between the houses all on his own. Leaving her helmet in a hiding place to be picked up later, Lilah sneaked up behind the villager and forcibly turned him around, shutting his mouth at the same time. The human struggled wildly, but Lilah forced him to look into her eyes, and his struggle slowly subsided. Then, he finally relaxed. 
 
    While vampires did not get any stronger physically with age, their ability to influence minds was another matter. The blood lord could influence a crowd of people or vampires without even looking at them. On the other hand, Lilah had to stare someone in the eyes for a while. Even then, she couldn’t do all that much. Her limit was making humans susceptible to suggestions and making them forget their interaction with her. This, however, was perfect for her needs as a predator, which was probably why these were the first abilities that vampires developed. 
 
    Lilah dragged the limp man to where she left her helmet and then bit him on the neck. Quickly getting her fill, she licked the wound until it healed perfectly and then instructed the catatonic man to go sleep in his bed. The man responded immediately and stumbled away. Her hold over him was weak and would break as soon as anyone tried to interact with him, but that was fine. The main thing was that he wouldn’t remember her at all, and she didn’t have to leave him to freeze to death in a ditch somewhere.  
 
    Full and feeling almost at a hundred percent, Lilah ran into the darkness. Moving cross country, she quickly covered distance, though not nearly as quickly as she wanted. Usually, a vampire would have a huge advantage at night and would be able to move at full speed. Humans and mages, for example, had no chance of detecting Lilah before she saw them. However, the enemy now had the fallen, who had night vision just as good as hers. Because of this, Lilah had to avoid moving out in the open as much as she could. 
 
    The night was uneventful, and by morning, she found another village and settled in nearby, ready to repeat the previous night’s process. Fortunately, food was not an issue in human settled land. 
 
    It was several days later, when she was halfway to her destination, that the tried and true nightly routine was interrupted. Lilah was walking through a wooded area near a village, looking for a hiding spot for the day, when she felt a pang of hunger. It was different from the usual. It was stronger. Feeling herself actually salivating, Lilah was honestly scared at what was going on with her. She had never felt anything like that. Actually, Lilah remembered suddenly, I had felt this before. It was when I was starved during training. When the instructors brought a human to me, I had felt just like this, even before the human was in sight. 
 
    Concentrating inward, Lilah realized that it wasn’t as bad as when she was starved. Still, it shouldn’t have been happening. She ate well as she traveled and she was already fully healed. Not to mention that she didn’t feel the same way even when she was injured. In fact, she hadn’t felt that hunger since the first time she had drained a fallen. 
 
    Lilah crouched down, taking cover in the undergrowth, and listened to her surroundings intensely. Lilah’s sense of hunger had switched targets, and her feeling it so intensely could mean only one thing. There was a fallen nearby. 
 
    It didn’t look like she was spotted yet, so Lilah stood up and moved carefully in the direction her hunger was leading her. Soon enough, Lilah came upon two figures watching the village from the treeline. Her hunger was intense and demanded that she attack immediately, but it was not all that different from the hunger she had felt toward humans, and Lilah knew how to control it.  
 
    “Come on. We need to get moving before the sun rises,” one of the fallen said. 
 
    “Shut up,” the other replied. “What we need to do is figure out where the mage lives so we can avoid that part of the village.” 
 
    “Come on, man, we’re vampires now. We can take one mage.” 
 
    “Shit, if you’re so badass, why didn’t you stay in the capital? Plenty of mages there.” 
 
    The other vampire sighed. “We don’t need to fight the mage. Not even if we come in loud. We can just grab a couple of people, throw them over our shoulders, and run away. Nobody can catch up to us.”  
 
    “Oh, I can feel it. I’m getting so hungry.” The hesitant fallen whined. 
 
    “So stop being a wimp, and let's go get some food before you lose control and charge in there during the daytime. Then that mage might even fry you.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s for the better,” the fallen whined again. “Eating a human a day? Where are we going to get so many people? I don’t want to live on the run forever. What’s that….” 
 
    The hesitant fallen froze in shock as a blade separated his friend's head from his neck. Before he could do anything, a vicious armored fist crashed into his throat, collapsing it. This wasn’t actually a lot of damage, but it did stop the scream that was building in his throat. The fallen tried to raise his hands to defend himself, but they were batted aside as heavy blows rained down on his head. He then felt himself stumble up against a tree, and as his head was pushed up against the hard wood, the blows became even stronger.  
 
    Lilah punched the fallen a few more times for good measure. Sure, blunt trauma was not very effective, but the repeated concussion eventually knocked the fallen out anyways. With the last fallen unresponsive, Lilah grabbed both him and the two pieces of his buddy and sprinted away from the village. 
 
    The prisoner proved talkative, and Lilah found out many horrifying things. He and his partner were originally from the capital and had recently escaped the city, wary of what was coming. 
 
    The people in the city were being turned into fallen right under everyone’s noses. The fallen Lilah captured had been taken right off the street. At one moment, he was walking past an alleyway. The next, he woke up in an underground warehouse filled with human prisoners and fallen. The humans were given a simple choice. Become a vampire and eat another prisoner, or don't, and sit there waiting for someone to volunteer to eat you. 
 
    Lilah’s prisoner, Tom, agreed to become a vampire. Then, once he took the step of no return, he was forced to create another vampire as well. As it turned out, while a vampire is exhausted by the process of turning a human into a vampire, the newly created vampire was actually capable of reproducing almost right away. Apparently, the fallen had worked out a whole system and were multiplying at an insane pace. Worst of all, the operation seemed to be run entirely by fallen since Tom swore that he had never seen a single mage involved. 
 
    Recently, however, the leadership suddenly disappeared without a word. The system kept running for a while, but the fallen soon began to realize that nobody was watching them anymore. This was when Tom decided to make a run for it. There was news that a rebel army was approaching the city, and he didn’t want to be caught inside it. 
 
    Lilah could hardly believe the story. If it was true, then there were thousands, perhaps even several tens of thousands, of fallen under the city. The city was large, housing more than half a million people, but such an amount of fallen was not sustainable. The news that Tom was carrying was already a week old, so Lilah expected that the situation had already spiraled out of control. Plus, according to him, the fallen under the city continued the process of making more of themselves even now that they were not forced to. They knew that they would be exterminated, so they were bolstering their numbers in preparation for the fight. 
 
    For the past few days, Lilah had been meticulously planning how she could get to the king. Tom’s story, however, trashed all of her plans. Lilah, deep down and with conviction, believed that the mages would not be able to control the force they had unleashed. Especially if they were not aware of what was going on under them. Lilah was afraid to imagine what she would find when she finally arrived in the city. There was no point in planning anything anymore. She would have to see the situation first. For all she knew, the whole royal family might be exterminated by the time she arrived. 
 
    It was still dark when Lilah finished with her interrogation. The prisoner begged for his life, promising that he didn’t want to do what he did and that he would change. Lilah didn’t buy it. Her father, while he was still her father, hadn’t managed to change any of the fallen. Instead, he himself was changed. Lilah very much hoped that she would be able to find him in the city. 
 
    Finished with her meal, Lilah stripped the two fallen and left their bodies where the sunlight would incinerate them. Then, she headed out. Her plan to only move at night was no longer good enough. While Lilah still couldn’t afford to be recognized for what she was, hiding in plain sight suddenly became much easier. Presumably, with rogue fallen running around, everyone would just think that she was one of them.  
 
    For the next week, Lilah continued to stealthily move forward. She didn’t personally find any more fallen, but she spotted plenty of signs that they were there. Lilah even stumbled on several drained bodies.  
 
    The people were scared and on alert. The mages were out in force, and plenty of armed parties traveled the roads. Throughout the week, Lilah was spotted once. It, of course, happened during the daytime. She was spotted by a large party of mounted humans, who immediately changed direction to intercept her. Hoping that they didn’t get a good look at her, Lilah was forced to abandon stealth and sprint away until she lost her pursuers. 
 
    As Lilah neared the capital, she began spotting military patrols and was forced to move even slower. Moving in the daytime quickly became too dangerous, and she was forced to take shelter. Then, once darkness fell, Lilah covered the last few kilometers and was finally in sight of the city. 
 
    The view that greeted Lilah was not a good one. In a way, she was happy that she had not bothered to plan in detail because it would have been a wasted effort. The city was besieged. Not by Edkar’s or Celusian armies. The mage capital was surrounded by mages.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The city of Aclax, capital of Aclax kingdom, Anya. 
 
      
 
    “ The city has turned into a nightmare. I can hear fighting between the vampires and the mages at all times. Then, when the night falls, even the mages are forced to hide and cower. People are being taken from their homes. And there are corpses in the streets. 
 
      
 
    So many have already fled the city. I wish I did too, but it’s too dangerous now. The mages are retreating, and if I try to follow them, I’ll be ripped apart by vampires. Just moments ago, I saw what must have been a vampire walking through the street just outside my house. I wish I had listened to Mark when he asked me if I wanted to flee with his family.  
 
      
 
    It’s only a matter of time until the vampires find me, and I can only think of one thing I can do. The castle is much closer than the city walls. I must head there, to the center of the city. The new king will protect me.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As Lilah watched, the army that surrounded the city was attacked twice. The first time was when a lone fallen jumped down off the city wall and charged at the mages. He was incinerated by a mass of fire spells before he managed to take a dozen steps. The second time was three fallen moving in a group. They were also incinerated immediately. 
 
    Looking at the heraldry and flags that the mages were flying, they were probably rebels, which begged the question of why they didn’t try to retake the city and rescue the members of the royal family whom they planned to put in power. Lilah already had a plan for getting into the city, but she didn’t want to go through with it until she had some idea of what was going on. 
 
    Interrogating one of the soldiers from the besieging army, while it would net her the information, was too risky. Instead, Lilah stalked around the area until, the following day, she spotted a bunch of civilians leave the encampment. It seemed to be some sort of a caravan. 
 
    Having followed the civilians until evening, until they stopped to make camp, Lilah waited for the dark and snuck in to kidnap one of the sleeping figures. Then, using her power of compulsion, she asked her questions. 
 
    Lilah didn’t want to believe it, but the city was lost. There were way too many fallen inside for the mages to deal with them, so they were forced to either retreat outside the city or to the central castle. Soon after, the rebel army arrived and surrounded the city. This actually was not an easy thing to do, not with the number of troops the rebels had available. There were simply not enough mages to cover the whole circumference of the city. As a result, there have already been several breakouts. Holding back the fallen was not as simple as a conventional enemy. 
 
    The rebels had tried to break into the city, but the main advantage of mages over the fallen was range, and they were easy prey once amongst the buildings. After suffering massive casualties, they were forced to retreat and abandon the idea. 
 
    There were still humans in the city. Otherwise, the fallen would have already gone completely crazy with hunger. But the humans did not own their city anymore, not during the day and especially not during the night. Lilah expected that the survivors were hiding in their homes and cellars at the moment, and the fallen rooted them out whenever they got hungry. However, as crazy as it seemed, the human population was running out. According to the prisoner, the number of crazed fallen trying to attack the soldiers outside the city was rising quickly. Lilah could only conclude that there were more fallen than she’d thought, considering the size of the city they managed to eat through.  
 
    There was one piece of good news. The royal family was still alive. The earth mages managed to seal up the castle and would be able to hold it as long as their food lasted.  
 
    Due to their ability to communicate over distance, the rebels managed to make contact with the royal family and were apparently negotiating something. The rumors said, however, that the current king refused to speak to them and that the rest of the royals were imprisoned. Apparently, out of everyone in the castle, only the third prince was communicating with the outside. The mages were all very freaked out about it. 
 
    Done with the interrogation, Lilah returned the stunned man back to his camp. She then headed towards the city, planning her next steps along the way. Lilah already knew how she would get inside the city and maybe even inside the castle. What she would do there was another question. 
 
    Part of the mission was crystal clear. The current king had to die. The rest, however, was incredibly not clear. How was she supposed to figure out which of the other members of the royal family would be beneficial for Edkar? 
 
    Lilah was tempted to just kill everyone, but it was out of the question. Her orders did not forbid it, but she knew that it would not be within Edkar’s interests. The current overarching goal of the war was to clear Aclax of every last fallen, and Edkar was now in a position to demand it. 
 
    The current rebellion in Aclax was united in support of the rest of the royal family. However, if all of them were to die, it was almost a certainty that the country would fracture. In the chaos of rampant civil war, it would be impossible to eradicate the fallen. 
 
    Another reason was that while Edkar was not interested in conquest, Celusia certainly was. A fractured Aclax would give Celusia the excuse to keep all the territory it could grab, which would necessitate Edkar to wage a war of conquest as well to deny Celusia the whole country. 
 
    At least one of the royal family had to stay alive. This was a given, Lilah decided. Which one, though? She still had no idea how to determine that. 
 
    The Aclax city was built on a river bank, with about a quarter of the city being on the other side. Lilah had never been to the city, but according to the maps, the central castle was built right next to the river. As such, Lilah assumed that the waste from the castle was being dumped into the river, making the toilets her best way in. 
 
    In sight of the city again, Lilah found a unique-looking tree on the river's shore. Having memorized the area, she then walked straight into the river. Water immediately leaked through her armor, soaking her to the bone. The river was quite deep, and she was soon completely under the surface. 
 
    The current was getting stronger, but this was a fairly quiet river. Having gotten to what she thought was about the middle, Lilah started to carefully take off her gauntlet. Sure, there was almost no light at this depth, but it was still scary. Her education claimed that about a meter of water above her would completely protect her from daylight, but it was better to test it first before committing. 
 
    Lilah exposed a sliver of her wrist and waited a moment. Nothing happened. Taking the gauntlet off completely didn’t change a thing. Having gathered her courage, Lilah closed one eye tight and glanced up. She could vaguely make out where the sun was supposed to be, but she wasn’t hurt in the least. 
 
    Reassured, Lilah stripped off her armor. It was a great piece of equipment, but Lilah only risked taking it with her because, on the open ground, she could always run away and avoid capture. In the city, however, everything was closer, and she was risking someone getting too close a look. Also, if she happened to die, she couldn’t leave her armor as evidence. This, of course, applied doubly to her red mask. 
 
    As unpleasant as it was, Lilah stripped naked. The gambeson and other clothing she wore under her armor were not unique enough to be a risk, but she planned to get something new anyway. She left her weapons as well. The greatsword was too distinct, and the daggers had maker marks on them, which was a dead giveaway. Lilah would have procured appropriate weaponry if she had more time to prepare, but it wasn’t a big deal anyway. Her body was, after all, the best weapon there was. 
 
    Lilah tied everything together, weighed it down with rocks, and memorized precisely where she was. Then, done with the preparations, she started slowly making her way against the current, walking towards the city along the river’s bottom.  
 
    The way forward was not easy. After struggling for a while, Lilah moved closer to the edge of the river, where the current was not threatening to sweep her away at any moment. The rocks under her feet were slippery, and the fine silt gave little purchase. It was already getting dark by the time she stumbled over the sign that she was at the city’s walls. 
 
    Picking herself up from where she awkwardly fell, Lilah kicked the thick chain that lay on the bottom of the river. The chain was part of the city’s defense and could be raised to sit just above the water in case access via the river needed to be closed off.  
 
    Lilah continued trudging along until she was sure that the sun was completely down, and it wasn’t just the water playing tricks on her, and then headed for the shore. After checking that there was nobody around, Lilah scrambled up a small pier and ran to the cover of buildings. She was currently in a port area, with warehouses all around her. She knew that the main port was on the other side of the city, so this must have been a secondary one that was mainly used for cargo. 
 
    Spotting a fancier building nearby, Lilah headed in that direction. It didn’t look like an administrative building, so it was probably the home of whoever was in charge of the port. A perfect place to try to scavenge up some clothing. She’d forced herself to go naked for the mission, but exposing herself was extremely distracting and uncomfortable. 
 
    As Lilah walked, she suddenly felt saliva dripping out of her mouth and quickly wiped it with her arm. The whole place was reeking of the fallen, and her body demanded that she eat one. 
 
   
  
 

 Her hunger suddenly tugged her towards the nearby warehouse, and Lilah decided to change her target. The door to the building was open, and Lilah spotted the fallen as soon as she came in. He was, at that moment, busy rooting through some boxes. As Lilah carefully approached him from behind, the fallen finally found what he was looking for and pulled a long wrapped object out of a crate. He then started to hurriedly rip off the oiled wrapping. Lilah immediately recognized the object as a sword, probably a brand new one. Good, Lilah thought, two birds with one stone. 
 
    After he finished unwrapping it, the fallen swung the sword around a few times and almost jumped out of his skin as he spotted Lilah behind her. He was in his human form, meaning that he had killed a human less than a day ago. Judging by the way he was holding and swinging the sword, Lilah immediately knew that he was an amateur. 
 
    “You scared me,” he said, immediately calming down. “Damn, you look hungry. No luck, huh?” 
 
    Lilah, meanwhile, continued to walk toward him slowly. 
 
    “Damn, your eyes are scary glowing like that… and you’re drooling.” The fallen said, growing a little alarmed. “Listen, I don’t have anything for you to eat. It’s been half a day since the last person I found too.” 
 
    “Hey, stop coming closer.” The fallen said as Lilah kept coming. “I don’t have anything for you… I said, stay away!” The fallen hesitated but then looked at his new sword and tried to slap Lilah in the face with the flat of the blade. 
 
    Lilah shot forward, her fist crashing into the fallen’s throat. She then yanked him by his sword arm, tripped him, and sat on his back. The fallen struggled under her, slow with his response. Then he started thrashing around like a crazed animal as Lilah sank her teeth into the back of his neck. 
 
    Moments later, Lilah stood up, leaving a drained body on the warehouse floor. She was immediately distracted by her hair, which had grown out. All the previous times that she had returned to her original form, she was busy or armored, but this time she actually had an opportunity to look at herself. Drunk with power and happy that she wasn’t a dry husk anymore, Lilah spent the next few minutes admiring her own body. 
 
    Damn it, Lilah suddenly shook her head, trying to chase the thoughts of her body out of her mind. I need to control myself. I’m on a mission. Besides, this thought process sounds awfully fallen-like. Even if I’m just killing the fallen, I’ll never let myself do it simply to feed my selfish desires. 
 
    Still, she was in a literal all-you-can-eat buffet, and it was hard to hold back. The presence of other fallen pressed on her from all sides, demanding her to hunt. Thankfully, now that her immediate hunger was satiated, she had at least stopped uncontrollably salivating. It was never quite like that with humans. Sure, she could feel them similarly, but the hunger hadn’t been constantly pushing her to eat them. It had only pushed her while she was feeding. 
 
    Maybe this is because I’m in a somewhat similar situation to a fallen now, Lilah thought, though the mere idea of comparing herself to them was disgusting. The fallen surely feel a much stronger hunger, which is why they go crazy if they don’t get to kill a human. This is not news to me, but to feel it myself is scary. Fortunately, even when I’m a husk of my former self, I can still maintain control, though it does get difficult. 
 
    Also, somewhat surprisingly, her hunger for fallen was different than what she felt towards other vampires. It was much stronger when near fallen. This was, actually, very reassuring. While she didn’t like to think of fallen as similar to herself, she was painfully aware that there was only one small step separating a vampire from a fallen. Her hunger being able to tell them apart showed that there was something fundamentally different between the two. 
 
    Lilah considered stripping the fallen she’d just killed. Now that she looked like a woman again, instead of like a dried corpse, it was somehow even more embarrassing to keep running around naked. After a moment, though, she rejected the idea. She could wait until she got to the house she had been aiming for previously. She would probably find some clothing there.  
 
    Lilah picked up the sword off the ground and then went to look inside the box it came out of. Then, she cursed. There were only blades inside. Not a single sheath in sight. Lilah broke open a few of the nearby crates, but there was nothing useful inside. After a few more minutes, she decided that it would be easier to find one elsewhere. Meanwhile, she would just have to carry a bare sword. It was better than nothing.  
 
    Lilah left the warehouse and walked along the wall towards the mansion. She quickly reached the fence and jumped over it into the garden on the other side. Even from there, she could already see that the building had been broken into. While the door was shattered, there were no signs of fighting inside. There were no fallen inside either. Lilah quickly found what had to be a bedroom, richly appointed and obviously owned by a female mage. All the clothing she found had the cutout to display the magic words that had to have extended halfway down her breast. She was a very powerful mage. 
 
    The clothing inspired Lilah with an errant idea. She could fake the words and pretend to be a mage. However, she rejected the plan immediately. Pretending to be a mage had been tried before, and it never worked. Mages were silent, stoic types outwardly, but they probably chatted with each other on the inside much more frequently than they let on. Lilah assumed that a mage that had to say everything aloud was immediately suspicious. 
 
    There were quite a few beautiful dresses in the wardrobe, and Lilah took the time to try some of them on. They were a bit modest, as much as the cutout for the mage tattoo allowed. By the style, Lilah assumed that the mage was an older woman, maybe in her sixties. Still, the dresses looked nice and fit Lilah well enough. 
 
    Lilah was on the fifth dress, twirling around in front of the giant mirror and getting a good look from every angle when she sighed in annoyance. Lilah couldn’t think of a way to accomplish her mission. How could she decide on who to leave alive? Frankly, she hoped that the rumors about the rest of the royal family being imprisoned were true. This at least showed that they weren’t firmly on the same side as the king. 
 
    Sighing again, Lilah picked out some more practical clothing and got dressed. She also bundled up another set of clothing for the future. Lilah then moved to leave the bedroom but stopped as the door caught her attention. Didn’t I leave it at a different angle? She thought as she examined her surroundings carefully. Nothing else was amiss.  
 
    I can’t stop to investigate every anomaly I find. Having found nothing, Lilah decided to move on. She then quickly left the mansion, walking boldly through the street with the sword resting on her shoulder. 
 
    There were fallen all around her. Her hunger made sure that she knew about every single one, but there were plenty on the street too. 
 
    “Hey, pretty girl, you hungry?” A voice called out from the side. Lilah turned to see a couple of typical-looking thugs standing around a doorway. It figured that they would agree to be fallen. 
 
    “We have some people stashed here. If you play with us, you can have one,” a man continued once he saw that he had her attention. Lilah, however, spaced out as a realization hit her. She hadn’t even considered it for eighty years, but his proposition reminded her about it. She could actually have sex again. Lilah turned away and continued walking, ignoring the fallen cursing at her and trying to chase away the intrusive thoughts. 
 
    Lilah eventually found what looked like a workshop and explored inside. She found several hacksaws to take with her, as well as a prybar. With tools on hand, she left the workshop and headed straight for the center of the city. 
 
    The fallen owned the streets now. They didn’t bother Lilah. As far as they were concerned, she was one of them. Though she did get a couple more catcalls before she made it to the castle. 
 
    Where there was once the entrance leading inside the castle, there was now a smooth wall. The earth mages had worked hard on making it impossible for the fallen to get inside. Looking up, none of the windows were open either. The whole thing was now one seamless stone monolith. 
 
    There were a lot of fallen around the castle, and many of them looked on the verge of starvation. In fact, Lilah could see a few dozen fallen climbing all over the castle walls, trying to find any opening and get inside. Some of them were already in the dried husk form. 
 
    Lilah’s hunger for humans wasn’t strong enough for her to tell, but there was only one reason why the more crazed fallen were drawn here. There were a lot of humans inside the castle, and the fallen felt it. 
 
    Frankly, Lilah started drooling again. The amount of fallen around her was delicious, and she would have loved to go on a rampage. It wasn’t even remotely because of her hunger either. Going wild, however, would draw suspicion.  
 
    Lilah followed the perimeter of the castle until she came upon the river. There, she followed her hunger towards a nearby building where she found two fallen. Before they could react, Lilah lunged forward, expertly driving the point of her sword between the ribs and into the heart of the female fallen. The male tried to tackle her, but Lilah had already withdrawn her sword and took his head off with one swing. 
 
    The two crumbled to the ground simultaneously, one dead, the other merely stunned. Not for long, though, since Lilah had decided that she needed to reset her timer before going inside the castle. 
 
    Once she finished eating, Lilah made sure that nobody was watching her and entered the river again. Moving underwater, she eventually found the place where waste was disposed of out of the castle, but as she had expected, the opening had thick metal bars closing it off. After working with the hacksaw for a while, Lilah managed to cut out two bars and squeeze herself inside.  
 
    The setup in this castle was unlike the others she had visited, probably because of the water mages. The ability to summon up great quantities of water out of nowhere was quite useful, though managing waste was a bit of a punishment post, according to what Lilah knew. Looking around, Lilah was pleased to see that everything was much cleaner than she had expected, thanks to whatever water mage that managed the system. It didn’t even smell that bad. In fact, she couldn’t see any fresh human waste. As she understood it, the place was regularly flushed with water to wash everything into the river.  
 
    It seemed that the mages did not think to secure this place, Lilah was pleased to see that her plan paid off. She quickly found a door that led into the castle, and it was not encased in thick stone like all the other ones that led outside. Before using it, though, Lilah wanted to check all of her options. Lilah quickly found a vertical shaft leading to the castle's upper floors and scrambled up it, her strong and tireless fingers easily finding purchase between the stone blocks.  
 
    There were openings on each floor for the actual toilets, but they were small. Lilah could dislocate some bones to get through, but she couldn’t do anything about her hips being too wide. Actually, I can, Lilah remembered that breaking her bones was always an option, but I’d rather not relive those lessons. 
 
    Lilah’s luck was not out, though. On what was the first floor, she found a hatch to what she thought was probably the kitchen, judging by the old food scraps she found on the ledge. This was where they dumped food waste. 
 
    It turned out that Lilah also had a third option in the form of another hatch further up, though she had no idea where it led to. Her only guess was that it was the access point from which the mage washed everything down since there were no toilets above it.  
 
    Done scouting, Lilah proceeded to climb down. The top hatch was definitely not her first choice, but both the kitchen hatch and the access door were good options. Then, she froze as someone entered the toilet just a floor lower than her. They didn’t do anything, though, and quickly left. Relieved but a little puzzled, Lilah continued climbing down. 
 
    Even as careful as she was, Lilah still dirtied her clothing. Fortunately, she had brought a spare set and changed out immediately. It wouldn’t do to give herself away via bad smell. Both sets of clothing were wet from swimming in the river, but that was something she would have to deal with. 
 
    After wringing out the clothing as much as she could without damaging it, Lilah got dressed and approached the nearby door. It was time for a scouting run. She was currently below the ground level and probably on the same level as the castle’s dungeons. The door was for the maintenance of the castle’s sewer, so she didn’t imagine that it would lead directly to the dungeon. Lilah hadn’t seen any toilet openings to the dungeon while exploring, so it was possible that the waste there was managed in another way. 
 
    Lilah left her sword behind and carefully opened the door. She sneaked into a small room that was on the other side. It, in turn, led into a hallway. Moving slowly and relying on her superior senses to warn her, Lilah started exploring the castle. She was forced to double back multiple times as she’d heard people moving through the castle but made steady progress regardless. 
 
    Then, finally, Lilah spotted what she thought were the dungeons. They were integral to her plan since it was quite likely that the rest of the royal family was there. It was, of course, possible that the royals were held in private rooms elsewhere in the castle. In fact, it would have been proper to imprison royalty in relative comfort. However, considering the present situation, if there actually was a break within the family, the current king might have done away with the niceties and etiquette. 
 
    There were two guards on the outside and probably more inside. There was also only one way into the dungeon. Or at least the only one that Lilah found so far. Still, she expected there wouldn’t be any others unless they were secret ones. 
 
    There was no way to sneak in unobserved. As Lilah racked her brain on what she could do, she suddenly found herself salivating again and swallowed. Shit, I can’t relax, not with so many fallen all around me, Lilah berated herself. Ah, those guards seem so delicious. 
 
    Lilah’s eyes widened as she realized that her hunger demanded that she eat the two guards at the entrance to the dungeon. They were fallen. Lilah risked taking a quick glance around the corner. The two guards were mages. But they were also fallen. This changed everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The city of Aclax, capital of Aclax kingdom, Anya. 
 
      
 
    “When the mages imprisoned me, they did not bother to search me, so I can still write. As shocking as it was to be taken and find a dungeon full of people and mages, what shocked me to the core was who was in the cells next to mine. It was Princess Anne Daw, the older sister of the king. The next cell over was occupied by Princess Clarice, the youngest of the siblings, only eleven years old. At least the two had cells to themselves, unlike the rest of us. 
 
      
 
    The mages come and collect people every day. Some humans and a few mages. None of them return. Yesterday they took Princess Anne. Unlike the others, however, she was returned later to her cell. She was changed, though. The mages chained her up with the heaviest chains I had ever seen, but those chains creaked as the princess strained against them. She was a vampire. 
 
      
 
    The princess was quiet at first, even as her sister tried to talk to her. Then, about a day after she was taken, the princess started to change physically, her skin wrinkling and beginning to resemble leather. Her beautiful hair fell out, and her dress sat on her frame loosely. Her behavior changed as well. For the past few hours, the princess has been struggling against her chains, desperately trying to get to her sister. Even now, there is saliva dripping from her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Why am I not talking about myself? Because I know nobody would care, not with what is happening around us. If even the princess can have something like this happen to her, then what do I matter? Curse you, Edkar. Curse you, vampires.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It is impossible to make mages into vampires, Lilah thought, safely back in the castle’s sewer. Although we both originate from humans, mages are far enough removed that we don’t get sustenance from them, nor can we turn them. So then, how were those two mages turned? Or maybe the words on their faces were just painted on? 
 
    Lilah grit her teeth in annoyance. If this is true, simply assassinating the king isn’t good enough anymore. I need to see if there is a surviving royal family member, and I need to rescue them from this city. I also need to understand exactly what is going on. I need evidence. 
 
    Lilah stood up and headed back to the door. The first step, she decided, was to figure out if those two fallen used to be mages. The second step was to figure out if they were still mages. Violence was probably the only way. If they could actually cast spells, then she needed to bring that information to the blood lord at all costs. Lilah had been ready to give her life for the mission, but staying alive was now a priority. 
 
    Lilah quickly returned to where the two guards were standing and found a spot where she could hide nearby. Then, she waited. A guard change had to happen sometime soon. Certainly before her last meal would wear off.  
 
    After three hours of watching her clothing dry, Lilah finally saw the guard change. She had also managed to gather some useful intel. Twice, over the past hours, ordinary fallen had come by to talk to the mage fallen. This gave Lilah an idea. 
 
    There was now only one guard outside the door. It seemed that there were not that many mage fallen, and they didn’t trust the regular fallen to guard prisoners. A wise precaution, as both of the previous visitors had tried to weasel their way inside. 
 
    Lilah ensured she was presentable enough and then skipped past the corner, heading straight for the guard. The mage fallen tensed. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” he demanded, awkwardly placing his hand on the hilt of the sword that hung at his hip. He looked young. 
 
    Lilah’s eyes were riveted to the movement he had just made. Mages had no need for swords.  
 
    “I’m friendly,” she chirped. Lilah then stuck a finger in her mouth and pulled it to the side, revealing a fang. 
 
    The guard kept the frown on his face, but he did move his hand away from the sword. 
 
    “What are you doing? Can I take a look inside?” Lilah asked, coming to a stop in front of the guard. 
 
    “You know the rules,” he replied. “It’s not feeding time.” 
 
    “Even if I ask nicely?” Lilah did her best puppy eyes, which were over eighty years out of practice. 
 
    “No,” the guard smirked at her. 
 
    “Can I at least hang out then?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The guard frowned for a moment, but then he just shrugged, which Lilah took as a yes. 
 
    “So, what’s your name? I’m Nora,” Lilah asked, leaning up to the wall next to the guard. 
 
    “Damian,” he replied. 
 
    Before Lilah could continue the conversation, footsteps sounded in the hallway. Damian glanced at Lilah worriedly but did not say anything. He just stood up straighter. Lilah, in turn, walked over to the other side of the door and stood straight as well. 
 
    Two mage fallen rounded the corner, walking straight for the dungeon. They wore some quite fancy clothing, which labeled them as members of the upper aristocracy. Lilah made an effort not to look directly at them, and they, in turn, did not seem to see her. 
 
    “His Majesty wishes to eat,” one of them said as they got close, speaking seemingly to no one in particular. 
 
    Damian reached out and opened the door for the noble, who walked in without slowing down. Lilah managed to get a glance inside after them, but it was just an empty guard room past the doorway. No guards there, just as her hunger had indicated. 
 
    Lilah winked at Damian and got an annoyed look in return. They didn’t say anything, though. There were some muffled voices and shouting from inside at first, followed by silence. Then, a few minutes later, the two aristocrats walked out of the dungeon with one of them dragging a crippled mage by his hair. 
 
    Lilah watched them as they walked away. Unlike the usual meaning, crippling a mage meant defacing the magic text on his face. Once the text was damaged severely enough, mages lost their magical ability. It could be healed with the help of time or a water mage, but Lilah had heard that it had permanent consequences. 
 
    Lilah assumed that crippling a mage also blocked their ability to magically talk with others. The human she had interrogated had said that the third prince was the only one that the rebels had managed to contact. Was everyone else crippled? Or maybe turned? 
 
    Most importantly, though, were they going to feed that mage to the king? 
 
    “That was close,” the guard next to her said suddenly. “You’re not supposed to be here. Leave.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Damian. It’s not like they will come by again anytime soon,” Lilah protested, leaning on the wall again. “They didn’t even give you anyone to stand around with. I bet it's boring.” 
 
    Damian looked annoyed but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “So what’s it like? I hear that you can only eat other mages? Isn’t that bad? There are not that many mages.” Lilah erupted in questions suddenly. 
 
    Damian’s face twisted in disgust, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “So you don’t feel the hunger when you see humans?” Lilah asked. “Did you try eating them?” 
 
    “No, I still feel it,” Damian said after a moment. “But it’s useless.” 
 
    “Huh, so the same as for me,” Lilah said. “Only human blood gives me energy.” 
 
    The two stood silently for a moment as Lilah thought about her next line of questioning. 
 
    “Nora, why did you become a vampire?” The mage fallen asked suddenly. 
 
    “It’s not like I had a choice,” Lilah answered, fighting the urge to correct him. The things he was thinking of were not vampires. “Did you?” 
 
    “My king commanded me, so not much of one,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think it’s worth it?” Lilah asked, seeing her opening. “Didn’t you lose your magic?” 
 
    “No…” the former mage said it with such a tone that Lilah was sure that he would have cried if he was still capable of it. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Lilah said, coming closer to him. “It’s not all bad. We’re really strong now, aren’t we? That’s something. Hey, maybe you’re even stronger than a regular vampire since you used to be a mage.” 
 
    Lilah extended a hand toward Damian. “Let’s compare.” 
 
    Damian stared at her hand for a moment and then gripped it. He then pulled toward himself, causing Lilah to practically fly into him. Lilah laughed, not too loudly, as the two disentangled themselves. 
 
    “Ha, you can’t do it like that. We’re both strong enough to swing each other however we want,” Lilah said, giggling. “You need to brace yourself.” 
 
    Lilah grabbed his hand, half bending hers and bracing herself against his chest with the other. Damian awkwardly followed her lead and did the same, though he placed his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Lilah held still as the fallen pulled at her hand. Hmm, I’d say he’s not any stronger than a vampire, Lilah thought. Damian’s eyes widened, meanwhile, as he found it impossible to budge Lilah’s hand no matter how much he tried. 
 
    Lilah dropped the hand she braced herself with and pulled hard, dragging the two of them close. The fallen tried to say something, but the words turned into a wet gurgle as Lilah’s jaws crushed his throat. 
 
    A minute later, Lilah opened the door and entered the small guardroom, and closed it behind her. Looking around, she spotted two doors, one of them obviously leading to the dungeon. 
 
    Before checking the other, Lilah took the sword off of the corpse she’d dragged in with her. Aiming for the bitemark, Lilah beheaded the corpse. Good, now it’s not that obvious what happened to him, she concluded. Lilah then checked what was behind the other door and found a small storage area. Convenient. 
 
    After hiding the body, Lilah walked further into the dungeon, not bothering to bring a light with her. It was completely dark inside, and there were cells on each side of her. The cells were packed with humans. They were presumably the food supply. As Lilah walked further into the dungeon, she also spotted imprisoned mages. They were all crippled, Lilah noted as she looked at their bloodied faces. 
 
    Nobody noticed Lilah yet, as she soundlessly moved amongst the cells. Most of the people were sleeping, though there were some hushed conversations that Lilah briefly listened in on. So far, nobody had said anything that caught her attention. 
 
    As she explored, Lilah finally found something that was worth checking out. It was a vampire chained up in one of the cells. After a closer look, however, Lilah concluded that it was actually a mage fallen. Even now, the fallen was not paying any attention to Lilah and struggled against its chains to get at the little girl in the neighboring cell. 
 
    Both the girl and the fallen wore what used to be quite lovely dresses. Unfortunately, the child was sitting in a fetal position, with her face hidden, but judging by her hair, Lilah had a suspicion of who the two were. 
 
    Lilah had never actually seen the princesses of Aclax in person, but she’d seen plenty of paintings. The hair color was at least the same. Combined with the fact that, unlike everyone else, they had prison cells all to themselves, it was enough evidence for Lilah to investigate.  
 
    Though she sat unmovingly, Lilah knew that the girl was not sleeping. It was probably impossible for her with what might be her sister hungrily clawing at her chains in the nearby cell. 
 
    “Princess Clarice,” Lilah said quietly, and the girl’s head shot up. She’s a little older, Lilah thought as she examined the girl’s face, but it does look like her. The princess, meanwhile, stared into the darkness. She, of course, could not see a thing. 
 
    The princess looked haggard, like she hadn’t slept in a while. She was small for her age, though she had very long black hair, as well as large dark eyes. She was physically unharmed, that is, if one didn’t count that she’d been crippled. Fortunately, whoever did it seemed to take much more care with her than with the other mages. The others Lilah had seen so far looked like someone took a grater to their face. In the case of the princess, they simply made a fine cut through every symbol of the magical text on her cheek. With damage like that, she would recover her magical power without permanently losing any. 
 
    Princess Clarice seemed to assume that it was only her imagination, and she hadn’t actually heard anything. The girl whimpered and lowered her head again, hiding her face.  
 
    “Are you Princess Clarice?” Lilah asked, a little louder this time. 
 
    The girl’s head snapped up. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “I asked first,” Lilah replied. 
 
    The girl stared into the darkness for a moment. “Yes.” 
 
    “When is your birthday?” Lilah asked immediately. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Nineteenth day of the fourth month. I’m eleven years old.” The princess said without hesitation. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am currently your friend, Your Highness,” Lilah answered, satisfied that the girl was the princess. “I’m here to save you. Is this your sister in the next cell?” 
 
    “Yes,” the girl hid her face again. “They turned her into a monster.” 
 
    Lilah nodded and then moved towards the neighboring cell. She grabbed the bars and shoved them apart, the screech of metal echoing through the dungeon. Then, with a strike of her sword, she beheaded the chained fallen. The whole time, the creature hadn’t paid any attention to Lilah, still focusing solely on the mage child that was nearby. Unfortunately, even though she was careful, the blade bent after the strike. Disgusted, Lilah tossed the ruined weapon aside. 
 
    “What was that?” The princess asked with a scared little voice. Unfortunately, the commotion also woke up the humans in the neighboring cell. 
 
    “Your highness, I made it so that your sister is not a monster anymore,” Lilah said, grabbing the bars of the princess’ cell. The girl shied away as the metal groaned. 
 
    “Your highness, I’m not going to hurt you,” Lilah said, coming closer. “I’m going to pick you up now, so don’t be scared.” Not waiting for an answer, Lilah scooped up the child, not paying attention to the scared squeak of protest, and made her way out of the cell. 
 
    Fortunately, the princess stayed quiet as Lilah walked in between the cell. She would have loved to set all the humans and mages free, but she didn’t have any way of rescuing them beyond opening the cells. As it was, getting the princess out of the city would already be hard enough. Neither of them would feel like food for the fallen that infested the city, but there would be plenty of fallen hungry enough that they would attack the girl anyways. 
 
    The hallway outside the dungeon was empty, and Lilah hurried toward the sewer. The hallway was lit with mana stone fueled lamps, just like the vampire citadel, and the little girl in Lilah’s arms was intently eyeing her now. Reminded that the princess needed light, Lilah reached up and ripped one of the lamps off the wall. 
 
    “Your highness, please hold on to this,” she handed the lamp to the princess. 
 
    “Clarice,” the girl said, grabbing the lamp firmly. 
 
    “Right, Princess Clarice, please hold on to that. It will be dark where we are going.” Lilah picked up her pace to go as fast as she could while remaining reasonably quiet. She quickly reached the door she’d been using and slipped into the small room and then the sewer. 
 
    “We should be safe here for a bit,” Lilah said, setting Clarice down. “Are you hurt anywhere? Besides the cheek.” 
 
    “No,” the princess said. She was looking around with interest. Though she had lived in the castle her whole life, she had never been to the sewers. The distraction only lasted a moment, though. 
 
    “You’re a vampire. Who are you? Why are you helping me?” The princess suddenly demanded. She crossed her arms and stared at Lilah. Clarice tried to put on a brave face, but the tears in her eyes gave her away. 
 
    Feeling sorry for the child, Lilah decided that honesty would not endanger her mission anymore. Lilah got on one knee in front of the princess so as to get closer to her eye level.  
 
    “I’m Lilah Raelinn. I’m…” Lilah stopped speaking as the girl’s eyes widened and she took a step back, scared. 
 
    “Do you perhaps know James Raelinn? The thing that used to be my father?” Lilah asked. “He is my enemy. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    Considering the mage fallen, it might be even more valuable to find him than it is to rescue the princess, Lilah thought. He’s in some kind of leadership position, at the least, if he’s not the big boss himself. 
 
    Clarice seemed to calm down at her words and took a step forward, returning to her original position. 
 
    “He’s the one who turned all of my family into vampires,” the princess said. “But he’s not here anymore. As soon as his experiment worked, he left the city.” 
 
    “Experiment? Can you tell me about it?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Who are you? Why are you helping me?” Clarice asked stubbornly. 
 
    Lilah sighed. “I’m Lilah Raelinn. I’m from Edkar. I was sent here on a mission. I will do my best to protect you and take you to Edkar. Your Highness, you have my word that you will be safe there.” 
 
    “But we are at war,” the princess said. 
 
    “Princess Clarice, these vampires, the ones in the castle and in the city, are what we call ‘fallen.’ They are not like real vampires in Edkar. All we want is to destroy these monsters that hurt you and your family. Don’t you want to punish them too?” 
 
    The princess nodded in agreement, and Lilah continued. “I’m sorry to hear that your siblings were killed and turned into those monsters. You’re the queen of Aclax now. If you ally with Edkar, we will help you destroy the monsters.” 
 
    “And keep the rebels from killing me,” Clarice added, determination and confidence suddenly on her face, though her eyes remained haunted and sad. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. The rebels are united behind the idea of keeping the royal family in power, but there are, undoubtedly, those who would seek the crown for themselves,” Lilah said. 
 
    “James Raelinn turned my youngest brother into a vampire, or fallen,” the child in front of Lilah suddenly said. “And my brother did not lose his magic.” 
 
    Lilah cursed under her breath. This, of course, is the logical conclusion to what happened here. Breeding fallen in a suicidal attempt to take over the world? It was fated to fail from the start. Therefore, it was never the actual goal. But if fallen with magic is their goal, why was the project abandoned? Or was this not the actual goal but just another step towards it? 
 
    “Your Majesty, can you tell me more about what James Raelinn was doing here? Did he ever say what he wanted to do?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “No,” Clarice said suddenly. 
 
    “You don’t know?” Lilah asked, puzzled. 
 
    “No, I’m not telling,” Clarice said, shaking her head. “I’m more valuable if only I know.” 
 
    Lilah stared at the girl, unmoving. The child held her gaze for a second before turning away. She didn’t say anything, however. 
 
    Lilah stared at the fidgeting figure, small and fragile. Frankly, she wasn’t entirely sure of her ability to rescue the girl. By herself, Lilah was confident that she would make it. Escorting a child that couldn’t go underwater? That was filed with risk. 
 
    The information that Clarice held was possibly even more valuable than her life. And if she died, the information would be gone with her. Considering the mission, Lilah thought, the most effective answer is to hurt her a little… 
 
    Lilah dismissed the thought immediately, feeling ashamed and a bit angry at her training. There was no way that she would resort to torturing the brave little queen. 
 
    “Your parents raised you well, Your Majesty, Queen Clarice Daw,” Lilah said. The girl looked back at Lilah. Clarice then smiled, apparently liking what she saw on Lilah’s face. 
 
    Then, suddenly, Clarice’s face twisted in horror. 
 
    “My brother is talking to me with magic,” she screamed hysterically. “He knows where I am.”  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The city of Aclax, cargo port. 
 
      
 
    “The female fallen took me by surprise. Even with the help of magic, I have trouble climbing the stairs without them creaking, yet somehow this creature did it in complete silence. Fortunately, I am strong enough to keep my invisibility active forever, and I’ve been doing exactly that since the moment we lost the city. My modified spell even blocks sound and smell. 
 
      
 
    The fallen girl looked about twenty. Of all things, she snuck into my bedroom to steal clothing. No wonder since she came in completely naked. The weirdest part was how she posed in front of the mirror as if she’d never seen herself in one. Well, maybe she hadn’t. Not everyone can afford one, after all.  
 
      
 
    The way into the castle is blocked, and there are too many starving fallen milling around it. If I were an earth mage, making a way inside would have been child’s play, but as it stands, it’s too risky to cut my way inside with wind. 
 
      
 
    The princes are lost. Cynrad was the only good one amongst them anyway. I hope that at least the princesses are safe. Surely the king is not deprived enough to hurt even his sisters. No, I know that it’s not beyond him. I can barely feel them inside the castle, but I cannot get in contact with them. I fear the worst. I’m sorry, Anna and Clarice, I can’t save you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah scooped up Clarice and ran for the exit to the river. There was no time to push for more information, not that the terrified girl could provide any in the state she was in. For a second, Lilah considered grabbing the sword she’d left in the sewer, but with her hands full she didn’t have a way to carry it. 
 
    The princess’ presence complicated everything. The very first step, getting back into the river, was already potentially lethal for the child. The water was ice cold, and the temperature outside was just below freezing. Not a concern for Lilah, but even a few minutes in it were dangerous for Clarice. 
 
    The plan had been to make the short swim outside the castle and to take cover in a building to dry Clarice off immediately. Lilah needed to find some warmer clothing for her too. There was not enough nighttime left to leave the city in one go, so the two would move if necessary and wait out the daylight while hidden in the city. However, with the enemy being able to track Clarice, taking it slow was no longer an option.  
 
    Lilah waded into the water, keeping Clarice above it. Getting through the cut bars without getting wet, however, was impossible. Unfortunately, the bars were too thick even for Lilah to bend, and she hadn’t prepared a bigger opening in advance. 
 
    “Clarice, I need you to… Clarice!” Lilah tried to talk to the girl, dropping the formalities. She, however, was still hysterical and wasn’t reacting. 
 
    Fed up, Lilah half dunked Clarice into the freezing water, eliciting a shocked scream. 
 
    “Clarice, hold on to me. I will keep you above the water, so don’t panic. And hold onto that light if you want to be able to see.” Seeing that the girl heard her, Lilah didn’t bother to wait for the answer and took a deep breath in an attempt to increase her buoyancy, at least a little. She then shoved Clarice through the opening and squirmed through herself. 
 
    Lilah lowered herself into the deep water on the other side of the grate, using one arm to keep Clarice partially above the water while working her other limbs to swim with the current. It was awkward going. Strangely, nobody bothered to teach her how to swim while carrying a human.  
 
    It wasn’t a short swim, especially not for the freezing girl. It was three minutes later that Lilah finally got past the castle walls and was able to scramble up onto the city’s streets. Immediately, Lilah lashed out with a powerful kick, catching a starving fallen mid lunge and sending it flying into the river. 
 
    “I’m cold,” Clarice finally managed to get out through chattering teeth. 
 
    “Hold on, little one,” Lilah said, holding the violently shivering child in her arms. Somehow, Clarice was still clutching the magical lamp. 
 
    After a quick look around, Lilah picked out a mansion by the castle and sprinted towards it. Fortunately, there were no other starving fallen immediately nearby, though Lilah saw that several had already spotted her in the distance. 
 
    After jumping the fence, Lilah kicked in the door. 
 
    “What the… Don’t break my house!” Sounded from somewhere further inside. It wasn’t a surprise, as Lilah’s hunger clearly pointed to three fallen occupying the mansion. 
 
    Not paying attention to the squatters, Lilah raced up the stairs. She quickly found a bedroom and went inside, locking the door behind herself. 
 
    Lilah dropped the shivering Clarice on the large bed and, careful so as not to hurt her, ripped apart her wet clothing. Despite the state she was in, the girl actually tried to resist, but Lilah ignored her efforts.  
 
    Once she got rid of the wet clothing, Lilah dried Clarice off with the bed covers and then wrapped her up in the duvet. 
 
    “Hey, who the hell are you!?” Someone banged on the door to the bedroom. “I claimed this house! Get out!” 
 
    “Get lost, and I won’t kill you right now,” Lilah answered as she started digging through the clothing that was in the closet. Unfortunately, it looked like Clarice would have to wear clothes that were way too big for her. 
 
    Suddenly, the door splintered as a foot broke through it. The fallen on the other side cursed since getting stuck in the door was probably not what he had planned. Lilah, meanwhile, angrily turned around and walked towards the door. As much as she liked killing the fallen, this wasn’t the time.  
 
    The fallen freed his leg and kicked again, breaking the lock this time. The door swung open from the force of the blow and Lilah jumped through the opening, landing straight on the fallen. 
 
    The fallen wasn’t alone, but he and his two friends were obviously former civilians. Instead of helping, the other two fallen shied away from the sudden action. Lilah, not losing a second, stabbed her fingers low into the neck of the fallen she’d landed on. She then grabbed onto his collarbone and yanked it out. 
 
    All three of the fallen screamed, each for a different reason. One because of the pain. One, because the bloody bone Lilah threw smacked him in the face. The last one just out of sheer terror. 
 
    The fallen under Lilah swung with his uninjured arm, hitting Lilah in the side. The force of the blow threw her into the wall, but she just bounced off and landed back on top of him. With a foot on his chest, Lilah grabbed onto his head and ripped it off. She wanted to throw it too, but it was unnecessary. The two other fallen were already running away. 
 
    Warned by her hunger, Lilah dropped the severed head and ran back into the room. Clarice was still sitting on the bed, watching her with wide eyes. The girl, surprisingly, was calmer now, the shock of imminent danger having caused her to forget her fear of her fallen brother. Seeing bloody Lilah running at her, though, did nothing to reassure the little girl, and she screamed. 
 
    Ignoring Clarice, Lilah jumped over the bed to land by the window. At that exact moment, a desiccated hand broke through the glass. It was the starving fallen that Lilah had kicked into the river. 
 
    This one is too hungry to stop attacking, Lilah instantly made the decision, and instead of throwing the fallen off the second floor, she pulled it up halfway inside the window. This fallen ran purely on instincts and knew no hesitation. As soon as it was in range, it struck her in the face with its free hand, rocking her head to the side. Unhurt, Lilah punched back much harder. She then pulled the stunned fallen further inside and ripped its head off. 
 
    Done with the immediate danger, Lilah stood still for a moment, listening to her senses. The two fallen that ran away had left the building, and she didn’t feel any others too close. Lilah still remembered that they were spotted while they were on the street, but it was likely that the starving fallen had lost track of them. Neither she nor Clarice felt like food to them, after all, so they did not have their hunger to guide them. 
 
    “Your majesty, you need to get dressed,” Lilah said to Clarice, who was still staring at her. The girl caught herself and scrambled off the bed, obeying. The scene made Lilah smile. 
 
    “Take anything, even if it is too big,” Lilah continued. “It just needs to be warm.” 
 
    Not wasting time, Lilah ripped off her own wet and bloodied clothing and followed Clarice to look at the wardrobe. This time the clothing belonged to a man, and Lilah grabbed some pants to start with.  
 
    Lilah had just found where the socks were when she heard a loud crashing sound nearby. Clarice, who was wrapping herself in a warm oversized jacket, jumped at the sound. 
 
    “That’s my brother,” the girl exclaimed. 
 
    “We need to leave, then,” Lilah said, hurriedly putting the socks on Clarice's feet and picking her up again. Not bothering to take the long way out, Lilah jumped out of the broken window, accompanied by a loud squeak from Clarice. 
 
    Landing softly on the street, Lilah took off in a run, heading away from the castle. As things stood, she decided to return to where she’d infiltrated the city and leave that way. Going in the water would be a problem, but the chain across the river was down. If she were to find a boat or even something to float on without getting wet, then she would be able to get Clarice out unharmed. Getting past the rebel forces on the other side, however, was something she would still have to think about. 
 
    According to Lilah’s hunger, there were fallen all around them. As she ran, she spotted many fallen looking at her from the surrounding buildings. They were curious, and many of them were starting to get hungry. Some even gave chase for a short while before quickly giving up. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lilah said, glancing at the girl in her arms. Clarice had been looking around fearfully, expecting an attack at any moment. Now, her large eyes looked up at Lilah. “Don’t worry. The fallen in the city want humans. Neither of us will look like food to them, that is, unless we stumble on one that is starving. But as far as I’ve seen, most of those are concentrated around the castle.” 
 
    “Anyways,” Lilah continued. “I know that your third brother is an earth mage, but how strong is he?” 
 
    “I’m Clarice,” the girl said. Lilah kept running in silence for a moment, waiting for the girl to continue. She did not. Brat. 
 
    “Clarice, how strong is your brother?” 
 
    The girl flashed a quick victorious smile. She then put a finger to her chin, just a centimeter below where her own tattoo ended. 
 
    “That’s not very good for a royal at his age,” Lilah remarked. 
 
    “He’s a scaredy-cat,” Clarice said. “You’re strong. Maybe he won’t try to chase us.” 
 
    “If he doesn’t, he will just send minions to do it for him,” Lilah said. 
 
    It was still dark amongst the buildings, but it was already morning. The sun had poked over the horizon, and Lilah saw sunlight hitting the rooftops around her. The city wall was still shading the ground level of the city, but in a few minutes it would become dangerous to cross the streets. 
 
    Unfortunately, in her hurry, Lilah didn’t find any clothing that could protect her enough to move in the sunlight. So, she was only halfway to the city walls when she felt the first sting of the sun on her cheek as she ran across yet another intersection. Almost instantly, the hair that she’d missed so much melted and fell to the ground in clumps, leaving only half of her head with hair still intact.  
 
    Ignoring the slight burn, Lilah kept running, but as she approached the next intersection, Clarice started struggling in her hands. 
 
    “Stop! You’re a vampire. Stop going into the light!” Clarice demanded. 
 
    Lilah sighed. It was getting quite dangerous, but if she interpreted what her hunger was feeling correctly, she didn’t have time to stop and look for something with a deep enough hood or, better yet, a closed helmet. 
 
    But even if she had a helmet, she wasn’t sure that wearing it would be a good idea. Anything that would protect her from the sun enough to move around safely would also significantly limit her vision. Normally it would be worth it since a sneak attack from outside her field of vision was unlikely to hurt her much, especially if she wore armor. However, any arrow or even a stone thrown by a fallen could end Clarice’s life. Lilah had to maintain her vision on the surroundings. Otherwise, she was leaving the child’s survival up to chance, and with so many fallen around, Lilah didn’t like the odds. They were unacceptable. 
 
    Finishing her line of thought, Lilah turned off the street and entered one of the empty buildings. It was a shop of some kind. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Clarice asked. 
 
    “I’m looking for a cellar,” Lilah answered. “Damn, there it is, but it’s a door leading down. I need a hatch. It’s more defensible. 
 
    “Why?” The newly minted queen asked. 
 
    “Because you’re going to hide there,” Lilah said. She went outside and entered the neighboring building. It looked smaller and probably residential. Once inside, Lilah quickly found a hatch in the kitchen. Luckily, it was undamaged. 
 
    Lilah opened the hatch and used the ladder to go down. It was cramped, filled with shelving, boxes, and barrels. Lilah let Clarice down on her feet, and the girl looked around with curiosity, her previous fear forgotten for the moment. Good thing she still has that lamp. Otherwise, I might not have been able to leave her here alone, Lilah thought. She probably had never been to a place like this. 
 
    Lilah got down on her knee and turned the girl around to face her. 
 
    “Clarice, you are going to stay here for the day….” 
 
    “Where are you going?!” the girl interrupted her, suddenly terrified. 
 
    “I’m going to be upstairs,” Lilah answered. “The only way to get in here is through the hatch, and I will protect it so nobody can hurt you.” 
 
    Lilah expected to have to convince her, but Clarice just lowered her eyes and quietly agreed. It was apparent that she didn’t like it, but she apparently decided to place her trust in Lilah and wasn’t going to argue.  
 
    Clarice did ask a question, though. “Why can’t you stay with me and protect the hatch from here?” 
 
    “A good question,” Lilah smiled. Before she could answer, though, her hunger warned her of two approaching fallen. 
 
    “Is it my brother?” Clarice asked when she saw Lilah’s reaction. 
 
    “No, they are probably from a neighboring house. Stay here. I’ll be back.” She said. 
 
    Lilah climbed up the ladder as two fallen entered the kitchen. 
 
    “Hey there, babe,” said the male, “What have you got there? Something edible?” 
 
    There was a male fallen and a female. The former was holding the latter tightly. The female didn’t look good, already showing signs of losing her human form. 
 
    Seeing that Lilah was just examining them silently, the male spoke again. 
 
    “Look, I know that you don’t have anything. Otherwise, I would feel it,” he said. “But my sister hadn’t had anything to eat in almost a day, and she’s starting to lose it. She doesn’t believe me and says she saw you carry a human in here. Just let her check, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Lilah shook her head, finally speaking. “I hoped that you would be armed.”  
 
    “What?” The male said as Lilah lunged forward. 
 
    Two minutes later, Lilah descended down into the cellar again. 
 
    “Clarice? It’s me,” she said since the girl was nowhere to be seen. After a moment, Lilah heard movement to the side, and the queen crawled out from beneath one of the shelves, fighting her oversized clothing the whole way. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Lilah said. “Now, as I was going to say, I will be upstairs because the enemy that catches up to us needs to have someone to fight. If I’m here with you, then they will see that they are at a disadvantage, and they will burn us out.”  
 
    “Ok,” Clarice nodded. 
 
    “Now, please find something to eat and drink. There should be food here. Don’t worry about ruining or spilling anything,” Lilah instructed. “Oh, and please don’t hold it in and go to the toilet in the corner. If we need to run in a hurry, you need to be ready. Ok, Clarice?” 
 
    The girl was embarrassed but agreed nevertheless. Sensing that she was out of time, Lilah promised Clarice that she would be safe and left the cellar, instructing the girl to close the harch behind her.  
 
    There was a large group of fallen nearby, over twenty of them. Lilah’s hunger practically pulled her in their direction. They were currently just outside, arguing. Lilah quietly walked up to the window, listening in. 
 
    It looked like the enemy had two leaders. One wanted to go in and rescue Clarice, whatever that meant. The other wanted to burn the place to the ground. When the first told the other to obey him because he was the king, Lilah risked looking outside. They really are right here, Richard Daw, the usurper king, and his youngest brother, Carl Daw, the one that supposedly still has his mage powers, Lilah thought. Carl does sound whiny. I bet he was dragged here against his will since he’s the only one who can track Clarice at a longer distance.  
 
    As soon as Lilah looked out, she, of course, was spotted. Almost immediately, Lilah was forced to duck back out of sight as a crossbow bolt flew through the space where her head had been. 
 
    This isn’t going to be easy, Lilah remarked internally. It looks like at least half of them are professional soldiers, while the rest are mage fallen nobility. The soldiers are armored and well-armed, though they are using human gear. They are also all terrified of the sun. 
 
    Lilah more or less guessed about the last thing. There were many clues, from how they were dressed to how they all, the king included, huddled on the opposite side of the street where the shadows were the deepest. Sunlight was hitting the second story of the building Lilah was in, and it was making the fallen very uncomfortable. 
 
    Does this mean that they are all newly turned? Lilah remembered the first time she had to step out into the sunlight on her own. It was scary, even with the training and experience she had. 
 
    “I’m king Richard Daw, The rightful ruler of Aclax. Come out into the open immediately!” A powerful voice suddenly demanded from outside. 
 
    “You’ll just shoot me. Your Majesty,” Lilah answered from inside. 
 
    “You kidnapped my sister, Princess Clarice. I know that you have her,” Richard shouted from outside. “Hand her over peacefully, and I will spare your life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty, but I don’t believe you,” Lilah said, smiling. “Besides, you can’t give me what they can.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and Lilah was afraid that he wouldn’t actually take the bait. 
 
    “Who sent you? What did they promise you?” The king suddenly demanded. “I can double whatever it is.”  
 
    “It’s not about money,” Lilah said and risked looking through the window again. None of the crossbows were pointed directly at her for the moment, and Lilah stayed in the open while watching everyone intently. “Edkar promised me my life if I deliver someone with royal blood. You can’t promise me my life. Edkar’s and Celusia’s armies are going to crush what’s left of Aclax, and I’ll die anyway if I don’t do this. They won’t stop until every one of us is dead.” 
 
    The king actually facepalmed. “Stupid peasants,” he muttered under his breath, probably thinking that Lilah couldn’t hear it. “Don’t you know that Edkar hates vampires like you? As soon as you ate a human, you became an abomination in their eyes. They ever refuse to call you a vampire. To them, you’re just a ‘fallen.’ They will not let you go free after they use you, although it’s funny to hear that even Edkar makes deals with your kind, despite how upright they pretend to be.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that I won’t be allowed to go free,” Lilah yelled back. “They promised me comfortable imprisonment. They said that they would try to cure me from having to kill humans. So you know what, your majesty? Life in imprisonment sounds better than dying for sure. And who knows, maybe I’ll get out in a century. What can you give me, your majesty? The masters that turned us into vampires under this city all left. I bet they abandoned you too. The city is surrounded now. I bet they abandoned you, and you’re just waiting to die now, without even any plan. If you have a plan on how to actually escape Aclax alive, I’ll join you and serve you, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Kill her!” King Richard screamed, and Lilah ducked back into cover. Touched a sore spot. That pretty much confirms it. The fallen that used to be my father is not here anymore. He achieved whatever it was he was aiming for and left these idiots to die. 
 
    “Will Edkar really spare us if we give them the princess!?” A voice sounded from a nearby house. 
 
    Lilah almost couldn’t hold back the laugh. 
 
    “That’s right! Edkar will spare you if you join me!” Lilah yelled. “We will be under house arrest, but they promised to feed us their worst prisoners! The self-proclaimed King Richard has ruined your country and doomed all of you to death! He is nothing like his father! He helped turn you all into vampires but then abandoned you to hunger and death! Kill him and join me in getting out of this city, and you will live!” 
 
    King Richard started angrily shouting his own thing. He, of course, knew that what Lilah promised was impossible. The average citizen of Aclax, however, did not, and they all wanted to live. They were hungry. They were scared and unused to their new bodies and needs. And they were angry. 
 
    Hearing them coming, Lilah choked down the laugh and positioned herself by the window. The door to the house splintered from a powerful kick, and the soldiers started pouring inside. They were not the ones Lilah was waiting for, however.  
 
    As the soldiers saw her and began advancing at her, the window she was standing by shattered as one of the mage fallen jumped through it. As he landed, Lilah kicked his feet from under him, causing him to fall down face-first. Lilah followed it up with a powerful kick, sending the noble flying into the advancing soldiers. The first soldier hugged the wall, dodging the flailing fallen. The ones behind him were not quick enough, though.  
 
    Lilah scooped up the mace that the mage fallen had dropped and charged the one soldier she’d separated from the rest. He was ready and struck out at Lilah with his own mace as soon as she came into range. Lilah intercepted the blow with her arm at a high angle, letting the mace painfully but ultimately harmlessly slide along her bare flesh. At the same time, she attacked as well, scoring a powerful hit against her opponent’s helmet.  
 
    Without stopping, Lilah swung again, much harder this time, and caved in the already damaged helmet. The fallen dropped like a stone, his skull fractured, and Lilah plucked his mace from his limp hand. Her own weapon’s handle was bent at a forty-five-degree angle, and she dropped it in favor of the new one. 
 
    Moments later, Lilah met the rest of her attackers. They were in a hallway, so only two could attack Lilah at a time. At first, the fallen tried to push through and overwhelm her, but her braining another one of them cooled their zeal. It was a difficult fight still, as her opponents were trained and armored. They were, however, newbies when it came to being fallen.  
 
    Lilah, seeing an opportunity, allowed a spear thrust to pierce her gut while simultaneously driving the point of her borrowed sword through the spear wielder's eye. This was the fifth fallen she’d managed to temporarily take out. A mage fallen was next in line behind the disabled fighter, and he rushed forward, apparently thinking that the spear stuck in her gut would give him an opening to exploit. 
 
    Lilah blocked the sword strike with her arm. The blade cut through her flesh but stopped when it hit the bone. As Lilah had been figuring out, her increased strength came with a corresponding increase in durability. Lilah’s return strike cut through bone, though, and her attacker’s head separated from his body. Then, a split second later, Lilah did her best to turn with the impact as a mace head smashed into the side of her face. A small price to pay for getting a killing strike in. 
 
    Lalah jumped back, her head spinning from the blow. Before her attackers could close the distance, though, she was almost clear-headed again and able to resume her counterattack. Her cheekbone was broken, and she could no longer lift her forearm properly because of the damage from the previous sword strike. The spear strike also damaged a lot of muscles, not to mention half a dozen other injuries she’d accumulated. There was silver on the enemy’s weapons, and the wounds hurt like hell and did not heal, but taking damage to dish out way more was an integral part of fighting as a vampire. All she had to keep in mind was how the damage reduced her ability to move her body. 
 
    Suddenly Lilah heard movement behind her and to the side. That’s the window that first fallen jumped through. About time they tried to flank me. Lilah swung viciously with her sword, crushing through her opponent’s guard. Her and her opponent’s weapons both broke, and the broken tip of her blade embedded itself in his face. Lilah then dropped the useless remains of her weapon, turned around, and sprinted away. 
 
    A mage fallen just made his way through the window, broken glass crunching under his boots. He was one of the nobles and was unarmored for some reason. As Lilah ran at him, he was ready and lunged forward with a thrust aimed at her chest. He is very good with that sword. I can’t dodge it. Lilah remarked, a smile growing on her face. Big mistake.  
 
    Lilah didn’t try to slow down. Instead, she twisted slightly. The sword point, instead of piercing her heart, skidded along her ribs, cutting a line of fire through her breast. Lilah ducked, sliding under the extended sword arm and coming up right behind the mage fallen. He was already turning around, but Lilah jumped on his back and buried her fangs in his neck. 
 
    The fallen trashed around, ineffectually smacking her with the sword hilt. Her other attackers also caught up with her, but Lilah used the fallen she was biting as a shield. Despite being inflicted by silver, her wounds healed quickly, and she already had the use of her off-hand again. Her broken cheekbone pieces squirmed through mangled flesh and popped into place, growing back together. Then, after a long moment, Lilah tossed aside the spent body, looking as good as new. 
 
    The fallen stopped attacking, having seen something that should have been impossible. Lilah grinned at them and hissed, baring her fangs and making her eyes glow bright red. The closest fallen to took a step back, pressing against those behind him. For the past days, the fallen got a taste of what it was like to be predators. Now, however, they instinctively knew that they were no longer at the top of the food chain.  
 
    Lilah, pressing her advantage, leaped forward. She brushed aside an awkward spear thrust and bit into her opponent’s face. Accompanied by a desperate scream, Lilah pulled back and spat a nose at the next closest fallen. 
 
    Her enemies ran, forgetting any dignity they might have had as warriors. At that moment, they were just prey, and they knew it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The city of Aclax, royal castle. 
 
      
 
    “‘Why are you taking him with you and not me,’ Carl whined. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because he proved himself useful, unlike you,’ James Raelinn said. ‘But sure, prince, I will give you a chance. Do you still remember how we turned you into a vampire? Alter the method and achieve one of our other goals. You have two sisters. Turned one into a successful specimen, and you will have a place amongst us.’” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The house was once again empty, with only Lilah and the bodies in the hallway. Lilah found herself salivating again. There were so many helpless fallen on the floor in front of her. A feast. 
 
    Lilah shook her head, chasing the thoughts away, and sneaked a look out the window. The situation outside was charged. The king’s party was confronted by three times their size mob of fallen on both ends of the street. The king and his people demanded the peasants to stand down and disperse, while the mob pelted them with rocks, though not quite at full vampire power. There were a few individuals that were very eager, however. Lilah watched as one fallen ripped a piece of cobblestone off the street and threw it at the group of soldiers, knocking one to the ground. 
 
    Lilah immediately gave up on trying to kill the king or his brother. Coming out into the open would put her at too much of a disadvantage. Her remaining choices were to sneak away or try to start something. 
 
    Sneaking away was relatively safe now, but it would leave her pursuers free to come after her again, which was far from ideal. Having decided to risk it, Lilah picked up a spear and walked up in front of the window. She then threw the spear at King Richard. The heavy projectile flew in between several soldiers, hitting Richard in the side. With a loud scrape of metal, the spear glanced off his armor, knocking him to the ground in the process. 
 
    “The usurper is down!” Lilah screamed at the top of her lungs. “This is our chance! Attack! Rip them apart!” 
 
    Out of surprise, several soldiers loosed their crossbows into the mob, which in turn charged with a roar. Satisfied that the street was now in chaos, Lilah grabbed several weapons off the floor as well as one of the unconscious fallen and made her way towards the kitchen. Along the way she also scooped up a helmet from the enemy she had beheaded and shook the head out of it.  
 
    “Clarice, Come out right now! We need to run!” Lilah yelled out as she knocked on the hatch to the cellar. 
 
    Then she got to work. With her own clothing shredded, she couldn’t go outside. A problem she needed to fix as soon as possible, which was why she grabbed the unconscious fallen. With no time to spare, she cut the straps holding his armor together and pealed it off the fallen. She then started stripping him. 
 
    The hatch clattered open, and Clarice made some embarrassed noises when she saw what was going on, but Lilah just ignored her. She quickly put on the new clothing, as well as the gambison the fallen had under his plate. Lilah then put on the gloves he had been wearing and the helmet she had picked up. The helmet was not ideal, but it would protect her from the sun well enough if she were careful. Lastly, Lilah strapped two maces and a sword to herself.  
 
    The fallen had been the one she’d stabbed through the eye. Lilah was about to finish him off when she heard a crash elsewhere in the house. Not enough time, Lilah cursed and left the fallen alone. She picked up Clarice and ran for the back door, which led to a side alley. Luckily, everyone was on the main street, and they managed to leave unnoticed. After making her way to the next street over, Lilah set off in the direction of the cargo port, the place where she had infiltrated the city. 
 
    Besides the fighting that Lilah started, the city was deceptively peaceful. The streets were empty. The fallen certainly did not want to come out into the daylight. If there still were some humans or mages left, they were hiding somewhere where the fallen couldn’t get at them. 
 
    This didn’t mean that there was no danger. Lilah could constantly feel eyes watching her from the surrounding buildings. Thankfully, ordinary fallen had no reason to try to attack her, and she only had to deal with several starving ones so far. 
 
    Lilah managed to get close to the city wall without too much trouble, but getting out of the city was not that simple of a task. Mainly, it was because she didn’t want to hand Clarice over to the rebel army stationed outside the walls. At the very least, the two of them had to wait for the cover of darkness. 
 
    As she entered the port area, Lilah spotted a familiar building, the one where she scavenged up some clothing when she sneaked into the city. 
 
    “Clarice, we’ll hide in that building for now,” Lilah said. 
 
    “That’s where aunt Yasmina lives,” Clarice said excitedly. “I hope that she’s safe.” 
 
    “I’ve been in there last evening,” Lilah said. “It was empty. She must have evacuated safely. How are you holding up? Are you cold? Hungry or thirsty?” 
 
    “I’m warm,” the girl said. “I found a barrel of apples in the cellar and ate a few.” 
 
    “Not very filling, but it will have to do,” Lilah said. “Maybe we can find something for you to eat and drink inside. Once it gets dark, we’ll try to find something we can float on and leave the city. We can’t swim again since I might not have a chance to get you dry on the other side.” 
 
    “We’ll take a boat?” Clarice asked. 
 
    Lilah, however, shook her head. “Unfortunately, I had not seen a single boat when I came into the city, so we probably won’t be able to. They were probably all taken as people fled the fallen vampires. We will have to improvise.” 
 
    The door to the building was open, and Lilah walked through without hesitation. Her hunger assured her that there was no prey inside. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs and try to find you something better to wear,” Lilah said, setting Clarice down. “Then we can check out the kitchen and see if there is still any good food left.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Lilah,” Clarice said, moving to catch up with Lilah as she headed for the stairs. 
 
    “Clarice, since you insisted that this is how I should call you, then you have to call me just Lilah too,” Lilah said and received a happy smile of agreement in return. 
 
    Does the girl think that we’re becoming friends? Lilah thought. Well, it’s not a bad thing. Hmm, someone has been here since me, she noted idly, spotting that the door to the bedroom she’d used previously was closed. 
 
    “Let’s go in here,” Lilah said. “I remember that there was at least some underwear that you could use.” 
 
    “Ok, Lilah,” Clarice said from behind. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Countess Yasmina watched in shock as Princess Clarice walked into her bedroom. 
 
    How is she here? What is she wearing? Has she been crippled! Yasmina panicked at the sight but quickly realized that the cuts on Clarice’s magic script were small and would be able to heal completely. Who could have done this to the child! 
 
    Since she inherited her position from her mother, Countess Yasmina had been a staunch loyalist to the crown. The former king appreciated her loyalty and trusted her enough to position her as his children’s teacher on a number of subjects. A year back, however, friction started, and she was removed from the palace. The king was preparing the crown prince to take over the throne, but Yasmina had openly supported the second prince instead. As such, she was swiftly separated from the children she had practically raised. 
 
    Countess Yasmina was most attached to the youngest, and now the old mage eyed the helmeted female figure that entered the room with the haggard princess. The woman had way too many weapons and moved with the grace of a predator. Is she a friend or an enemy? 
 
    “Clarice, wait a moment. I’ll find some,” the woman said, taking her helmet off and tossing it on the bed. Yasmina, who was watching her closely, immediately recognized her as the naked female fallen who had broken into her home previously. 
 
    Yasmina tensed, ready to attack at a moment’s notice. She was perfectly aware of what it meant when a vampire had a human form. A deadly monster was standing next to the princess, able to kill the child with, by the monster’s standards, a light touch. 
 
    Wait, you old bat, Yasmina berated herself. This makes no sense. Why would a fallen be with the princess? Why would they be here? I need to take her alive and question her. But first, I need to make sure that Clarice is safe. 
 
    Yasmina’s magic script, which started right below her eye, reached all the way to her breast. While weaker mages were limited to using spells strictly by the formula, mages as powerful as Yasmina had a more innate understanding of their element and could modify their spells to a certain extent. The longer the magic script, the more they could adjust. Then, at the pinnacle of magic, a mage would be able to control their element freely. Throughout the history of mages, not a single one had achieved such a level.  
 
    Yasmina’s invisibility spell was a high-level wind magic that she modified to be much better than the base spell. Ordinarily, the spell would blur the user, making them very difficult to pinpoint. Yasmina’s spell, however, made an area around her completely invisible. The air around her also blocked any sound or smell from escaping the invisibility bubble. 
 
    My spell is perfect, Yasmina reassured herself. The fallen girl was rooting through the closet, distracted. This is the perfect moment. Yasmina quickly walked up to Clarice, enveloping the princess into her bubble of invisibility.  
 
    The fallen girl spun around in a blur, fangs bared and eyes glowing red. The princess jumped in surprise, and Yasmina yelped. The sudden sound right behind her scared Clarice, and she immediately tried to run towards the fallen. Yasmina reacted quickly, and bands of compressed air caught the little girl, gently dragging her backward as she screamed. All of this was, of course, completely unseen and unheard by the fallen. 
 
    Damn it, Yasmina cursed, shocked at how quickly the fallen had reacted. 
 
    “It’s me, aunt Yasmina,” she tried to calm down the child. “Clarice, you’re safe now.”  
 
    Sorry, there’s no time for explanations. Yasmina thought, walking backward to the door and dragging Clarice with her. I need to make sure that you’re safe. Then I’ll confront this fallen and find out what’s going on. She can’t find me at the moment. My spell is perfect. 
 
    The fallen girl, who was completely frozen since she turned around, suddenly exploded with movement. She brought her arm up to her mouth and swiped it against her fangs, ripping open a long bloody gash. She then swung her arm, splattering blood everywhere.  
 
    No, Yasmina thought in surprise as the fallen lunged right at her, apparently aiming for the space where her blood had suddenly disappeared. Then, more instinctively than not, she cast an airwave in front of herself, blowing apart her own bedroom and throwing the fallen against the wall. Before the fallen could even bounce off the wall, Yasmina followed up with a horizontal air column, which sent the creature careening out the window. 
 
    Damn it. I need to capture her, not kill her. It’s light outside. The princess was screaming something, but it wasn’t the time for talk. She needed to act quickly. Yasmina attached her invisibility spell to where she was standing and bound Clarice right in the middle of it. I’ll apologize later. 
 
    Yasmina left the invisibility bubble and looked out the window, wondering where the fallen went. She immediately wished that she hadn’t when a cobblestone was barely deflected by her air shield and knocked a hole in her ceiling. Yasmina stumbled backward from the impact and fright, almost losing her footing. Before she could recover, something crashed into the side of the building, and then those blazing red eyes were staring at her again, peaking from the side of the window. The fallen’s face was thoroughly burned by sunlight, but she must have closed her eyes in time. In fact, Yasmina noted, the back of her head was burning in the sun at that very moment.  
 
    Before Yasmina could do anything, the fallen’s arm shot forward, going for her neck. Fortunately, her air shield was also a modified one and, unlike the base version, did not disappear after taking a hit. The arm hit the shield and was stopped. 
 
    Once again acting on instinct and sheer reflex, Yasmina launched an air column at the wall the fallen was clinging to, blasting it apart. Frankly, acting reflexively was the only way a mage could keep up with fallen or vampires. 
 
    Yasmina looked over at where her wall used to be and reevaluated the situation. She came right at me despite having to go into the sunlight. There is no way that she’s a fresh fallen. She must be one of the original ones we’ve been sheltering. The ones that ruined my country with this stupid attempt to conquer Edkar. Screw it. I’m not taking her alive. 
 
    Yasmina made sure that her air shield was still going strong and looked out the hole in the wall. The fallen girl was right there, on the other side of the street, in the shadow of the building. Curiously, she was looking down the street. Then, suddenly, the two blood-red eyes were staring at her, and a toothy smile played on the girl’s lips. Yasmina readied a spell that would take out her opponent once and for all, but the fallen suddenly turned around and leaped into the open door in the opposing building, disappearing in the darkness.  
 
    What is she planning? Yasmina thought. It’s a real shame that I can’t run two invisibility spells at once. Maybe I should grab Clarice and run? Now, what was the fallen looking at? 
 
    When she checked, Yasmina noticed movement down the street. A large group of what must have been fallen were running towards her at a speed that betrayed what they were. Damn it, Yasmina cursed. She was waiting for reinforcements. 
 
    Decades of experience immediately clued Yasmina to an important fact. Though most of them were in the shadowed part of the street, all of the fallen were keeping their heads down, afraid of the sun. They still haven’t seen her. 
 
    Yasmina immediately cast a big air blade, pumping it with as much power as she could muster. Then she waited, straining to hold the magic in check until a perfect moment. Now! 
 
    The air blade flashed down the street, too wide to fit in between the building. Its sharp edges cut open the walls around it as it flew with a deafening roar. Even the vampires were not quick enough to react adequately, and the air blade scythed into the crowd of them before ripping open the street, spraying cobblestone everywhere.  
 
    A cloud of dust hid the view of the aftermath, and Yasmina watched as several buildings crumbled down onto the street. That was a pretty good one, the old mage smiled. Then she concentrated, and a strong breeze cleared her view. 
 
    The street was absolutely covered in squirming fallen. The air blade hit at an angle, so while the front ranks had their heads chopped off, those who were a little further back only suffered missing legs. 
 
    “Yasmina! You old hag. So you were behind this.” The countess suddenly felt another mage communicate with her. 
 
    “Carl, is that you, boy?” Yasmina concentrated and felt that he was just down the street. Right where the fallen were. 
 
    “That’s Prince to you! Give Clarice back and hand over her kidnapper, and I might spare your life.” The prince demanded.  
 
    “Strong words for a boy I saw pissing his bed. Are you saying that you’re not with that fallen girl who had Clarice? And what are you doing amongst those monsters anyway? Not afraid that they will get hungry?” Yasmina replied. 
 
    “Wait… so you’re not with her? You have no idea what’s going on? Listen, give Clarice back right now. If we use her, then we can still turn this around. Don’t be a traitor like those outside the wall.” The prince said. 
 
    “No, I don’t trust you,” Yasmina answered without thinking about it too much. Everything that was happening was the fault of the princes and the old fallen. The very fact that the prince wanted Clarice was reason enough not to give her back. 
 
    “Fine, you old bitch. I’ve got dibs on you. I bet your blood will taste delicious. I’ll savor it.” 
 
    The reply puzzled Yasmina. What the? The prince is talking like he’s a vampire… 
 
    Yasmina didn’t get to finish her thought as she felt the magic holding Clarice to the ground snap. She spun around, only to see that same fallen girl sprinting out into the hallway, holding Clarice. How did she? 
 
    “Clarice! No!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lilah left through the back of the building she ended up in and sprinted down the neighboring street as fast as she could. That mage is very good. I need to rescue Clarice while she’s distracted dealing with our tail. 
 
    Lilah continued running and then turned, circling back around the block. Within a minute, she was already at the back of the building the mage was in. Once inside, Lilah moved as quickly as she stealthily could, approaching the same bedroom where she lost Clarice. 
 
    Peaking through the doorway, she spotted the mage, who was still looking out the hole in the wall. Clarice was nowhere to be seen, but Lilah still remembered the ridiculous invisibility spell that the mage was capable of. Repeating her previous trick, Lilah bit her own arm and tried spraying a little blood everywhere. Immediately she spotted a space where blood disappeared and quietly walked towards it. Suddenly Clarice was visible, and her screaming assaulted her ears. The girl was held to the ground with bands of air, but Lilah knew that they would give out if she applied force to them. 
 
    No time now, Lilah thought as she clamped shut Clarice’s mouth with her gloved hand and yanked the girl out of the restraints of the spell. The mage reacted immediately, but Lilah didn’t waste time either and ran out the door. Ignoring the wiggling girl in her grasp, Lilah flew down the corridor, bouncing off the walls, and jumped the stairs. In moments she was outside. The warehouse she’d found a sword in was to her right, but it only had one exit. Instead, Lilah sprinted through the sunlight and took cover in the building across the street. 
 
    “Queen Clarice, it’s unbecoming of you to keep gnawing at my finger like that,” Lilah said, setting the girl down. 
 
    “Why is everyone shutting my mouth!” The girl shouted in frustration. Her demeanor changed, however, when she turned around. “Oh no, you’re hurt. Your face is….” 
 
    “Please don’t worry, Clarice. It’s only cosmetic. Anyways, we need to start moving again,” Lilah said. The burns hurt, but she was used to pushing the pain aside for later. 
 
    “Wait, no, we need to talk to Countess Yasmina,” Clarice demanded. “She’s my friend. She was just trying to protect me. If only she didn’t ignore me, then you two wouldn’t have to fight.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but we can’t,” Lilah said. “Our pursuers from the castle caught up to us. They will probably fight with the Countess. We need to relocate again.”  
 
    “You need to save her, please,” Clarice begged. 
 
    Lilah sighed. Taking Clarice with her to the fight was out of the question, but leaving her alone was risky. On the other hand, if she teamed up with the mage and destroyed the pursuers, she would eliminate a lot of risk. Lilah would also have a chance to achieve the original goal of her mission, the king's death. That is, if he was still with the group. Also, having a mage with an invisibility spell as strong as that one would make the rest of the journey trivial, though she would have to convince the countess that taking Clarice to Edkar was a good idea. For now, the potential benefits were too great to ignore. 
 
    “Fine, I will try to help her,” Lilah said and smiled at the happiness on Clarice’s face. “However, you need to promise me that if I decide that we need to escape, you will not argue with me.” 
 
    “Yes, Lilah, I promise,” Clarice agreed. 
 
    “Ok, there are no fallen vampires in this building or the neighboring ones. You need to go hide somewhere while I’m gone. Do you understand?” Lilah asked. 
 
    After Clarice agreed, Lilah looked around and then yanked a curtain from the window. She ripped the fabric until it was the right size and wrapped it around her head, leaving only her face exposed. 
 
    Lilah was not armored. She wasn’t even armed that well. On a field, Lilah doubted that she would have stood a chance of helping the mage. The city terrain, however, was perfect for her, especially since she knew exactly where all the fallen in the area were. Lilah felt her hunger pushing her forward, and her mouth started watering again. The sunburns she’d sustained were not severe, but they triggered her body’s desire to recover itself, therefore intensifying her hunger.  
 
    A loud crash sounded from where she left the mage, and Lilah ran across the street again. Most of the fallen were already inside, and the mage was surrounded. Hold on, mage, Lilah thought with a smile and licked her burned lips. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Countess Yasmina strengthened her aid shield again and cast an air column. The first dozen fallen were stupid enough to rush her and ended up on the ground in pieces. The others, however, wisened up and were now throwing things at her. 
 
    Spotting movement to her right, Yasmina shot the air column at it, smashing an already half-broken wall to splinters. Damn, didn’t get him, Yasmina cursed. Not that it would do much good against the fallen. Damn, air blades strong enough to cut them take too long to cast.  
 
    Yasmina tried to ready an air blade. As soon as she did, prince Carl leaned from behind what remained of the wall between neighboring rooms and sent a large boulder flying towards her. Thanks to decades of experience, Yasmina reacted instantly and dropped the air blade. Then, with a simple air fist, she knocked the boulder slightly off course. 
 
    Damn it, the old mage thought, every time I try to cast something potent, that brat interrupts me. The prince was a fairly weak mage and wasn’t much of a danger by himself, but he was a crafty one.  
 
    Yasmina threw herself to the side, her air shield straining to deflect a large stone. The fallen are a much bigger threat. The stones they throw are deadlier than the brat’s magic. 
 
    As she fought for her life, Yasmina tried not to get distracted, but there was a thought demanding attention at the back of her mind. The third prince was a vampire, somehow. He was a vampire and a mage at the same time. 
 
    Yasmina tried to cast another air blade but was once again interrupted by an attack from the prince. She deflected it, but yet another stone flew in with too good of a timing. Her air shield was strong, but she was becoming more and more tired by the minute. Yasmina’s exhaustion finally showed as the projectile was not deflected quite far enough. The stone clipped her arm, breaking it, and the old mage screamed in pain. 
 
    “Again! Get her! Where the hell are you, Richard!?” The third prince screamed. Yasmina barely deflected another two stones with air fists and then minced the fallen that was stupid enough to charge her with an air net. Much like the fire disk that fire mages used, the air net was quick casting and very destructive but had only point-blank range. 
 
    “I said don’t charge her! Throw things at her! Damn it, where is the king!” The third prince raged from somewhere behind cover. 
 
    Clutching her broken arm, Yasmina cast an air column. She sent it crashing at the source of the voice and got a colorful string of curses in return, apparently having hit the prince. 
 
    Ok, the only option is to start demolishing the house now and hope that I can avoid being buried alive. He’s not fast enough to stop my air columns, Yasmina planned. The roof should start collapsing soon. Once it does, I need to escape outside while the fallen are distracted. Still, they are oddly uncoordinated, and it feels like there are fewer of them now. I haven’t been attacked from the hallway in a while. That’s where Richard was taunting me from. Did he run away? That’s not like him. Carl would be the first one to run. Damn, speak of the vampire…. 
 
    A fallen ran in from the hallway, screaming. Reflexively, the air net was already in front of Yasmina, and she sent it forward with a thought, cutting the fallen into pieces. He looked scared, Yasmina noted in surprise, and he was looking back behind himself. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “They gave their lives to protect you. You should be proud,” Lilah said, tossing aside a severed head. “Well, besides that one that ran away.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you! Did New Age send you? You can’t be one of the fresh fallen we’ve made.” King Richard demanded as he crawled down the street where Lilah had kicked him out of the building. 
 
    Lilah stopped in place, intrigued. Then, she leaped forward and chopped off Richard’s one remaining leg. The fallen screamed and cursed at her again, but Lilah just looked at the broken sword in her hand with annoyance. 
 
    “Damn it, and I don’t have any more swords on me,” Lilah complained. “Richie, stop crawling that way. That’s where the sunlight is.” 
 
    After a swift kick sent the fallen back into safety, Lilah thought over her situation. New Age? What’s that? I’m suddenly very tempted to keep him alive. Lilah then smiled when she realized that she could if she wanted to. Her former orders were given on the grounds that the king was a mage. Now that he was a fallen, nobody would bat an eye if she brought him in for interrogation. 
 
    Lilah picked up the broken end of her sword and stabbed it into the struggling king‘s heart. As she stood up over the still form of the now former king of Aclax, yet another crash sounded from behind her. 
 
    She is really going wild in there, Lilah thought. This time, however, the crashing sound did not stop as the spell ended. Instead, the sound grew louder. As she watched, the roof of the building started collapsing. The whole small mansion, battered by the powerful spells, quickly followed suit. 
 
    “Damn it,” Lilah cursed aloud. “It looks like the first floor collapsed as well. I hope that Countess Yasmina managed to escape.” Lilah felt that a lot of the fallen were buried under the debris, but most of the mobile ones had already escaped and retreated outside the range she could feel them at. It was unfortunate that Lilah couldn’t tell them apart since she would have loved to know where the third prince was. 
 
    Leaving the king on the street, Lilah made her way through the cloud of dust around the collapsed building. The dust cloud on the other side of the ruins was cleared away by wind. Lilah immediately spotted the source of the wind, the mage standing in the middle of the street. She was pale and was cradling an injured arm. 
 
    The mage saw Lilah immediately and started casting. Sighing, Lilah recognized the movement as an air blade and walked out into the middle of the street. The mage stared at her with apprehension, disturbed by the calmness of the fallen girl she’d immediately recognized. 
 
    The spell flashed forward, and Lilah leaped into the air towards the nearest building. Lilah landed on the wall, grabbed onto the second-story window frame, and then immediately propelled herself downwards toward the ground. A split second later, a column of compressed air punched a hole in the wall Lilah was just clinging to. 
 
    “Nice follow-up,” Lilah said. “Let’s stop fighting. Clarice sent me to save you, and if you keep attacking, we will end up fighting to death again.” 
 
    “Where is the princess!” The mage yelled back. 
 
    “She was safe when I left her, but we should get back to her before some random fallen finds her,” Lilah said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Lilah then turned around and slowly walked back past the collapsed building. After a moment, she heard the mage catching up to her. 
 
    “Who are you?” The mage asked. She was unsteady on her feet but came up beside Lilah anyway. The shimmer of air around the mage betrayed that her air shield was running at full power. Yasmina was putting herself in a lot of danger by getting so close. Not that Lilah wasn’t tense as well. She was now in range of a deadly air net spell, and she didn’t like it one bit. Still, she needed to take risks if she wanted to build some trust. 
 
    “I’m Lilah,” she answered. Lilah did not include her family name since it could elicit a deadly reaction. “My objective is currently to save Clarice.” 
 
    “Wasn’t your face burned a while ago?” Yasmina asked suddenly. “Did you just eat a human?” There was poorly hidden hostility in the mage’s voice. 
 
    “I am not a fallen,” Lilah shot back heatedly.  
 
    The two walked the rest of the distance silently. Once inside the building she left Clarice in, Lilah called out to her. After a moment, the girl ran in from another room and dashed towards Yasmina. 
 
    “Wait, her arm is broken,” Lilah said as she caught the girl before she ran into the mage at full speed. 
 
    “Oh no! Aunt Yasmina, are you ok?” Clarice was now more careful as Lilah released her. “Lilah, why did you hurt her!” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Lilah said. “We’ll have to make a splint for that arm before we leave, by the way. I’ll get on that right away. You two can talk. Countess Yasmina, please don’t do anything stupid. If you try to steal Clarice again, there will be no second chances.” 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, Lilah went into another room, looking for material to make a splint with. It wasn’t as though she trusted the mage, however. Lilah could still hear the two clearly and planned to stay close. If the sound was suddenly erased by the invisibility spell, she was ready to act appropriately. 
 
    The first thing Yasmina did was question Clarice about Lilah, and the girl spilled everything, including that Lilah was from Edkar. The mage sounded skeptical, but she didn’t try to convince Clarice otherwise. She then asked about what happened in the castle. The girl told her about her sister’s fate, as well as about what her brothers turned into. When the mage asked for more details, however, there was silence. 
 
    “Lilah is a vampire,” Clarice said suddenly. “I’m sure that she can hear us right now. I will only talk about what I know after I’m safe in Edkar.” 
 
    Lilah, couldn’t help but smile. Yasmina, on the other hand, had something to say about their destination. 
 
    “Princess Clarice, why would we go to Edkar? I’m afraid there is a lot of bad blood between us now,” Yasmina said. “We should join up with the rebels outside the walls. They might have gone against your brother, but they still support the royal family.” 
 
    “Aunt Yasmina, tell me the truth,” Clarice said. “Whose fault is this war. Ours, or Edkar’s?” 
 
    Lilah heard Yasmina sigh. “As far as I know, it is mostly our fault,” the mage said. 
 
    “Then I want to go with Lilah to Edkar,” Clarice declared. 
 
    “Princess Clarice, please….” Yasmina started but was interrupted. 
 
    “It’s Queen Clarice now,” the girl said. “And I already decided.” 
 
    “Clarice,” Yasmina said. “It’s not that simple. You need to be recognized to become the queen….” 
 
    “Do you recognize me as the queen,” Clarice asked, deadly serious. 
 
    There was a pause. “I do,” Yasmina finally said. “You are the Queen of Aclax.” 
 
    “Good, then I’m going with Lilah to Aclax,” Clarice said cheerfully. 
 
    “That’s another problem,” Yasmina said. “Lilah is a fallen. There is no way that Edkar would work with her. In fact, they are going to kill her on sight.” 
 
    Lilah, carrying a window curtain and several broken-off stool legs, walked into the room then. “As I said, I am not a fallen. I have never drained a human,” Lilah said. “I’ve only ever drained the fallen. Also, Edkar recognizes Clarice as the Queen of Aclax as well.” 
 
    Yasmina frowned. “Draining other vampires would not feed you,” she sounded like Lilah had said something ridiculous. “And since when does Edkar know about our situation so well?” 
 
    “Well, I’m here, so Edkar knows well enough. There is no point in arguing about it. You’ll see later. Anyways, Countess Yasmina, when the other fallen attacked you, did you see the third prince?” Lilah asked and watched the mage’s reaction. “Looks like you did. Not only was a mage turned into a vampire, but he also got to keep his magic. Ridiculous, but it happened. So I’ll ask that you just believe me when I say that I’m not a fallen. That, at least, is a little bit less ridiculous. Now give me your arm and clench your teeth.” 
 
    To the old mage’s credit, she did very well not to scream as Lilah set the broken bone into place and tied it down. Taking the opportunity when the barely conscious mage was helpless, Lilah left her and Clarice alone and ran outside. The king’s body was still exactly where she left it, and Lilah carried it back to the house. 
 
    Not letting anyone get a good look, Lilah immediately went deeper into the house to the bedroom she’d found earlier. Putting the body on the bed, she wrapped it up tightly in the bedding, making sure that the broken sword blade still in the fallen’s heart was tightly fixed in place. If she didn’t, as his body tried to regenerate, the blade would be pushed out. It was better if he didn’t get a chance to wake up while they were on the road. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lilah returned to where the others were and dropped the tightly wrapped bundle by the wall. To her surprise, it was the girl, not the old mage, who questioned her. 
 
    “That’s my brother, isn’t it?” Clarice asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty. It is Richard,” Lilah answered, wondering what the young queen’s reaction would be. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Clarice asked. 
 
    “No. I stabbed him in the heart, so he is unconscious. He can recover if the blade is pulled out,” Lilah said. 
 
    “Will they let him live? I mean in Edkar,” Clarice asked. 
 
    “No. He will be questioned and killed,” Lilah said. “Edkar does not hold fallen as prisoners for any extended periods of time.” Lilah wasn’t quite sure what reaction she expected, but she wasn’t ready for the girl to smile and mutter “good” under her breath. 
 
    Lilah shrugged and turned her attention to Yasmina. The old mage was pale and looked very tired, but her eyes were bright and watchful. 
 
    “Countess Yasmina, can you still cast your invisibility spell?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “Lilah, you can drop the title,” Yasmina said. “Yes, I can still cast it.” 
 
    “Good, that will make it much easier to go past the rebels,” Lilah said. “Now, we just need a way to float down the river. Should I start building a raft?”  
 
    There was a long pause, as Yasmina thought about it. Then, she showed exactly why she was useful to have around. According to her, a couple of small rowboats were taken to a nearby workshop for maintenance a few days before everything really started. 
 
    The information was certainly worth investigating. Not wasting time, Lilah led the group to the kitchen to pack up everything that was still edible and then led them outside. Yasmina showed them to the workshop, and they found one of the boats there.  
 
    Lilah examined the small rowboat, which looked to be in working order. Great, we can finally get out of this city. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Unknown location. 
 
      
 
    “‘So he failed,’ a male voice said in the complete darkness. 
 
    ‘That’s my daughter for you,’ another voice answered.  
 
    ‘Nothing is outside the plan yet, but she is the biggest risk so far. Sir, wouldn’t it be better to kill….’ 
 
    The voice was interrupted, and a dull thud echoed through the dark chamber. 
 
    ‘Know your place. Though she is not one of us yet, she is still your superior.’ The voice paused. Then it continued, sounding annoyed. ‘Damn it. Humans are too fragile.’” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    To Clarice’s amazement, Lilah picked up the small boat and carried it the short way towards the water. The group then boarded it and set off down the river on what Lilah claimed was the most crucial part of the journey. Everything rested on the invisibility spell Yasmina was going to cast, and if it didn’t work, they would be sitting ducks in the middle of the river. 
 
    Worst of all, Lilah was sure that if the third prince survived, he would contact the rebels and spin some story about Clarice. The girl, unfortunately, could not speak for herself, at least not via magic. If they were discovered, it would be Yasmina’s word against the prince’s. 
 
    Lilah rowed the boat into the middle of the river, and Yasmina cast her spell. The boat perfectly disappeared from view, but Lilah quickly discovered a small flaw. When she rowed, the ripples in the water escaped past the effect of the spell, making them quite visible to an observant eye. It seemed that they would have to let the current carry them past the army outside the city. 
 
    “Other mages are trying to speak to me,” Clarice said as they neared the city wall.  
 
    It was exactly as Lilah had thought. According to Clarice, at first, mages were trying to contact her all the time, but they quickly figured out what must have happened. They knew that she was not dead, so the only two options were that she was very stubbornly ignoring them or that her magic was crippled. Since it was useless, contact attempts had practically ceased. That is, until just moments ago. 
 
    “Yasmina, it’s all up to you now,” Lilah said. “How accurately can they tell where we are?” 
 
    “Not very. They will know that we’re on the river, but not exactly where,” Yasmina said. After a moment of hesitation, she continued. “The leader of the little army outside the walls is an old friend of mine. Maybe it is time that I talk to him.” 
 
    Lilah shrugged. She didn’t quite trust Yasmina not to betray them, but the situation would be difficult if hundreds of mages started to actively search for them. 
 
    Yasmina sat still, a faraway look on her face. Nothing happened for minutes, and the boat floated past the city walls. 
 
    “Yasmina, he wants you to say pickle,” Clarice suddenly spoke up. The old mage raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 
 
    That must be a test to see if Clarice is actually with her, Lilah guessed. She had been watching the shore on both sides but hadn’t seen anything suspicious so far. 
 
    A full fifteen minutes later, Yasmina finally moved, her eyes again focused on those near her. 
 
    “I now owe the duke big time, but we will not be intercepted,” she said. “The duke is also sending a delegation to the approaching Edkar army. I assume that’s where we’re going?” 
 
    Lilah nodded. “Yes, I have some things there that I need to pick up. We can get an escort there as well,” she said. 
 
    “Ok, I’m trusting you, and I hope that I don’t regret it,” Yasmina said. “Who knew that I would one day let a vampire with a human face so close to me.” 
 
    Lilah thought about her own situation for a moment and then shrugged. It was time to build positive relationships, and as far as she saw, Yasmina was loyal to Clarice. Time for a trust fall. Besides, maybe she doesn’t know, but they can’t get away from me on this boat. Invisibility or not.  
 
    “I have some things stashed in the river, and I will need to retrieve them,” Lilah said. “I can jump overboard to get them, but how can I find you afterward?”  
 
    Yasmina lifted her eyebrow again. “I can make splashes on the water and guide you to us.” 
 
    A bit later, they finally floated past the rebel’s positions, and Lilah spotted the tree she’d used as a marker. Surprisingly, Clarice was the most nervous of the three about Lilah getting off the boat. The girl actually became convinced that Yasmina would take her and try to get away from Lilah at the first chance. Comically, Yasmina spent the last few minutes arguing with the girl and swearing that she would not. 
 
    Feeling good about it, Lilah jumped overboard, diving down. Before the boat was out of sight, though, Lilah glanced up to verify that her theory was correct and was pleased that it was. Yasmina was an air mage, so she could make something invisible by manipulating air. She could not do anything to stop someone from seeing the boat through the water, though. 
 
    Luckily, it didn’t take long for Lilah to find her things, and she took the bundle with her as she swam after the boat with all her strength. She quickly caught up, coming up right next to the boat and causing Clarice to jump in fright. 
 
    “The boat is not invisible from below,” Lilah explained as she tossed the bundle on board and then carefully got on herself. 
 
    “Wow, is that your armor?” Clarice asked, excited. 
 
    “That’s right. And I also have a cool mask,” Lilah said, handing Clarice the red mask. 
 
    Yasmina didn’t say anything, but Lilah knew that the mage had no choice but to fully believe her now. The countess undoubtedly knew what the mask meant.  
 
    Lilah began rowing lightly, and the group spent the rest of the day traveling with the river. Clarice’s excitement didn’t last long, and the girl fell asleep. Yasmina held on stubbornly, but she was also deathly tired and begrudgingly went to sleep as the sky darkened. 
 
    While everyone slept, Lilah quietly put on her armor, getting ready for the moment when she would lose her human form. She also checked on the bundled-up king they had with them. 
 
    Yasmina and Clarice woke up with the sun, and they kept going down the river until past noon. Then, finally, Lilah directed the boat to the shore. They would have to walk the rest of the way toward the advancing Edkar army. 
 
    As they traveled, Lilah finally had enough of Yasmina eyeing her. The mage had been glancing her way since morning. 
 
    “Yasmina, are you waiting for me to try to eat you?” Lilah asked. 
 
    The mage smirked. “Yes, but you look remarkably sane for someone who has not eaten a human for a day,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not a fallen,” Lilah said once again. 
 
    This line of conversation got Clarice interested in the topic of vampires, and Yasmina spent some time telling her all about them as they walked. A short while later, the young queen demanded to see Lilah’s face, even going so far as to lean on her royal authority. Lilah was reluctant, but she could not win against Clarice’s innocent curiosity. 
 
    After they found some solid shade, Lilah lifted up her mask.  
 
    “Wow, but you were so pretty,” Clarice exclaimed tactlessly. Clarice stared at her for a while with her large innocent eyes. Then, without asking, the girl started touching her face too. Lilah pulled away after a moment. Not quite disgusted, as she would normally be, but embarrassed. Huh, it seems that I really do like this kid, Lilah thought. I hope that she makes a good queen. 
 
    That evening a snow storm caught the group in the open as they traveled. Once again, Yasmina proved herself a lifesaver. Frankly, while Lilah was unaffected, she wasn’t sure that she could have kept Clarice alive. Yasmina, however, had the ability to completely still the cold, piercing winds around them. She kept up the bubble of safety for hours as Lilah built a campfire for them to warm up. 
 
    The next day the weather was clear, and they kept moving forward. Lilah, of course, just carried Clarice at this point. In fact, the girl had insisted on walking the previous day, but in the end, she ended up sitting on Lilah’s arm. Yasmina was much too prideful to accept Lilah’s help the previous day, but she was too tired to complain after the storm and was now sitting on Lilah’s other arm.  
 
    It was that afternoon when Lilah spotted a vampire patrol heading for them. Lilah immediately showcased her red mask and ordered the soldiers to escort them to the main army. 
 
    As Lilah carried the two mages toward the camp, her mind was concentrated on an internal matter. Her hunger. The vampire soldiers around her felt exactly the same as the fallen had in the city. She had felt other vampires before she left on her mission, but it was a muted feeling then. Now, however, something changed, to the point that Lilah had demanded someone to show her some skin just so she could be sure that it was not the fallen in those suits of armor. 
 
    Still, while it was worrying, she didn’t experience the same mouth-watering feeling as she did in the city. There was no sense of loss of control. While her body registered the vampires as food, it did not consider them as prey. 
 
    In the end, I still don’t know much about my condition, Lilah thought. I hope that the distinction is physical or on an instinctual level. But I’m afraid that it is purely psychological. If I was someone who was fine with hunting down these vampires, would my mouth be watering right now? Would my body be demanding that I kill them immediately? Is it all because I view the fallen and the vampires so distinctly from each other? 
 
    The situation was worrying. While Lilah was used to resisting such impulses, would the others manage just as well? Her hunger seemed to have matured after she had her fill of the fallen. Lilah was probably the first one of her type to achieve maturity, but she wasn’t the only one of her type to exist. The blood lord had mentioned that there was an increasing number of others. Would they eventually give rise to a new type of fallen? 
 
    As the sky darkened, the group entered a temporary military camp. They were then immediately approached by a group of mages. The mages were the delegation that the rebels had sent, and Lilah allowed Clarice and Yasmina to go talk with them about their situation, under heavy vampire guard, of course. The mages brought a water mage with them, so Yasmina’s arm and Clarice’s face would be healed in short order. 
 
    Lilah, meanwhile, went straight to bloodwalker Lester.  
 
    “Look what I have,” Lilah said after they exchanged greetings. She then dropped the large bundle she carried with her on the ground and unwrapped it. For the first time ever, Lilah saw bloodwalker Lester truly shocked. 
 
    “Is that a mage? And he’s a vampire?” The old vampire’s voice cracked. 
 
    “This is actually Richard Daw, the now former king of Aclax,” Lilah said. 
 
    “I see, so that’s where the blood lord sent you,” Lester said. “Why is he a vampire?” Richard’s face was that of a vampire now since he had not eaten another mage for over a day.  
 
    “The mission was top secret, but things changed,” Lilah said. Then, she told Lester about everything she had discovered while she was in the capital. 
 
    “First, there’s you, a vampire that can eat other vampires,” Lester said after she finished. “Then, we have mages being turned into vampires, and there was even one that could still use magic. Your father is a constant in every one of these anomalies.” 
 
    Lilah frowned, not liking the theory at all. “The blood lord turned me into a vampire, not my father,” Lilah countered. 
 
    “That is true, as far as I know,” Lester said, lost in thought. “But it is still something we should keep in mind.” 
 
    Lilah shook her head. “Anyways, bloodwalker Lester. I have orders for you,” Lilah said. Unlike what she expected, Lester simply stood straiter and listened. “Firstly, there is the third prince. If at all possible, he needs to be captured. Alive. Do not let the mages get to him. If they do, I am authorizing you to use military force against them in order to recover him. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, lady Daywalker,” Lester said. “What if the Celusians get him? They are bound to arrive at the capital around the time I do.” 
 
    “Do not risk war,” Lilah said after a moment. “If he falls into their hands, assassinate him.” 
 
    After hearing an affirmative from Lester, Lilah continued. “Secondly, investigate the city. Try to find the places where they were making the fallen and examine every square centimeter. Vampires are well suited for clearing the city of the fallen, so push for going in first and use the opportunity to find anything related to whoever is behind this.” 
 
    “Yes, lady Daywalker,” Lester said. 
 
    “By the way, I’ll need my mask back,” Lilah said.  
 
    As it turned out, Lester had her things at hand, and Lilah immediately exchanged the red mask for the white one with a six on it. 
 
    “I assume that the teleportation network is still down?” Lilah asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lester confirmed. “In fact, the rebels sent some portal operators with their delegation. Since you’re going back the old-fashioned way, they can accompany you. Are you taking the princess with you?”  
 
    “Yes, and she’s a queen now,” Lilah said. She then sighed. “It’s going to take over a month to get back home. Maybe more, depending on the snow,” Lilah complained. 
 
    “Actually,” Lester said slowly, drawing out the word. Lilah saw a familiar cruel glint in his eyes. “I actually have a squad I need to punish. How would you like to travel home in style? Riding a vampire-drawn carriage?” 
 
    Lilah couldn’t help but laugh. When he was an instructor in the citadel, Lester was known for his creative punishments. “Classic Lester,” Lilah said under her breath, remembering the past. 
 
    “Funny,” the bloodwalker said. “If you were still a trainee, I would have another horse right now.” 
 
    The serious tone only made Lilah laugh harder. Lester, meanwhile, just stood there, looking at her. Lilah would have thought that he was mad at her for the disrespect, but his eyes did not show it. 
 
    “What will you do after you finish your mission?” Lester asked suddenly. 
 
    The laugh died in Lilah’s throat.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve been putting off thinking about it. I will decide while we’re traveling back home.” 
 
    “I recommend a vacation,” Lester said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lilah smiled. 
 
    After the two finalized the plans for her departure, Lilah left to go find Clarice. The task was easy, as the group of mages trying to butter her up stood out. Lilah approached them slowly and listened in while she was at it. The vampire guards had noticed her, but the mages were too distracted. 
 
    “Princess Clarice, you can not just leave your country in its greatest hour of need,” a well-dressed mage was leading the conversation. Lilah could tell that he was a high-ranking noble just from his demeanor. 
 
    “Count, watch your tongue,” Countess Yasmina said.  
 
    “I apologize,” the mage continued. “But I am speaking the truth. Princess, the people are ready to unite behind you. What you need to do now is gather support so that you can ascend to the throne smoothly. Please come with me….” 
 
    “Since when does a Count get to order around the Queen of Aclax,” Lilah spoke up loudly, having managed to sneak up close without him noticing. 
 
    “Lilah!” Clarice, who was looking uncomfortable just moments ago, exclaimed excitedly. When she turned around, however, her eyes widened in shock. “Lilah? You’re a daywalker?” 
 
    “That I am, Queen Clarice,” Lilah tilted her head, just enough to show respect to a monarch from someone who was pretty much at the same rank. Yasmina, meanwhile, wore a startled look. 
 
    “That’s so cool,” Clarice suddenly lost all sense of decorum and rushed out of the circle of mages to run up to Lilah. “A daywalker. You’re like a hero from the books. I’ve read so many stories. And you saved me too!” Clarice completely devolved into an excited child. 
 
    The innocent eyes looking up at her with trust and admiration made Lilah feel warm and fuzzy inside, and she felt like a huge weight lifted off her shoulders. Lilah quickly noted that the girl looked much healthier now that a water mage had healed her. The magic words on her cheek were unmarred now, meaning that she had her magic back. 
 
    “Lady Daywalker, it is a pleasure to meet you. I’m Count Games Prellan,” The mage that had been talking introduced himself. “As I was saying, the situation in Aclax is very delicate right now. Princess Clarice needs to gather the support of the nobility as quickly as possible to stabilize the country. It is unfortunate, but she cannot afford to make a trip to Edkar at this crucial time. We could, however, send a representative with you who….” 
 
    “It’s Queen Clarice,” Lilah interrupted the mage. “Count, you’re speaking as if it is up for discussion. The former king did not have any siblings who remained in the line of succession. Crown Prince Richard did not leave any heirs, and Clarice is his last surviving sibling. Or, at least, the last one who can be considered for the position.”  
 
    “But the dukes….” Count Prellan tried to get a word in, but Lilah interrupted him again. 
 
    “If there were multiple surviving heirs, then the dukes would have a say,” Lilah said. “In this case, however, the only options the dukes have is to recognize Clarice as their rightful Queen or to betray the crown.” 
 
    Lilah stared at the Count for a moment, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, it looked like he was communicating to whatever duke held his leash. Then, as soon as he refocused on her, Lilah continued speaking. 
 
    “Count Prellan, please let the dukes know that Edkar recognizes Clarice as the rightful Queen of Aclax,” Lilah said. “We wish for prosperity and stability for our neighbor. As such, we are willing to provide Queen Clarice with troops for the purpose of putting down any traitors that would threaten the peace and stability of the region. In fact, Countess Yasmina, could you please make sure that every duke is notified of this? We wouldn’t want someone to be mistakenly left out.” 
 
    “Clarice,” Lilah spoke to the young queen now, “we will be leaving for Edkar tomorrow morning. Will you be ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Clarice answered happily. 
 
    “Countess Yasmina, I assume that you will be coming with us?” Lilah asked and got a nod of agreement in return. “Good, that is all we need. Excuse us, Count Prellan. I apologize for cutting your meeting with Queen Clarice short, but she has an appointment with Bloodwalker Lester regarding the liberation of the Aclax capital from the fallen. A matter of utmost importance and urgency, I’m sure that you understand.” 
 
    Leaving the mage no choice in the matter, Lilah quickly extracted Clarice and Yasmina from amongst the crowd. While there was no appointment, Lilah held to her word and introduced the pair to bloodwalker Lester anyway. Then, after a short talk, Lilah sent the two mages to sleep early. They had a long journey ahead of them, and they had to leave first thing in the morning.  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    True to his word, bloodwalker Lester provided Lilah with a vampire-drawn carriage. The soldiers did not look happy at all when Lilah first saw them. When they found out who they would be escorting, their levels of embarrassment were legendary. Clarice found the whole thing hilarious. 
 
    On the very first day of their travel, Clarice broke down crying. She’d been in constant danger, movement, and exhaustion since Lilah had rescued her and was able to keep up a brave facade through all of it. But now that she finally relaxed, the walls crumbled. 
 
    The tears in Clarice’s eyes hit Lilah hard. In her mind, she’d equated the girl to a soldier in some ways since she’d been so well behaved. Now, however, Lilah understood how brave she was considering everything that had happened to her. Lilah couldn’t help but compare herself to Clarice. She, a trained, over a century-old vampire warrior, had a much worse meltdown for way lesser reasons.  
 
    The next day of riding in the carriage, when Clarice calmed down a bit, Lilah declared that it wouldn’t do for the queen to fall behind in her schooling. Clarice was initially reluctant, but Lilah won her over when she also promised to teach her to throw knives. That and she agreed to teach her anything else she wanted. Countess Yasmina, of course, was against the knife throwing but was immediately and sternly overruled by her queen. The party of portal operator mages that was traveling with them looked at the knife-throwing lessons with disapproval, but none of them were high-ranked enough to dare to speak up about it. 
 
    After the party crossed over the border into Edkar, they stopped at the prison camp near the site of the battle that bloodwalker Lester and Lilah took part in. At Yasmina’s insistence, Lilah permitted Clarice to show herself, from a safe distance, to the Aclax prisoners that were held in the camp. Meanwhile, Lilah asked around about Emil, the Midnight Owls mercenary that she had left in the army’s care. It turned out that Emil managed to mostly heal, though he did suffer from extensive memory loss. After they were notified of what happened to him, the other members of the mercenary company came by and took Emil with them. Apparently, quite a few heated words about a particular daywalker were thrown around, and they almost got themselves arrested. 
 
    After leaving the camp, the group traveled straight to the capital, only stopping for the night so that the mages could sleep. Several snowfalls majorly slowed them down, and the journey took a little over a month. Travel without portals was a major pain, and most of the world was too used to it to go without it. Lilah, of course, had all the time in the world. On the other hand, Yasmina complained that she would die of old age before they got to see the blood lord. 
 
    Despite the fears, the group arrived at the capital city without complication and were immediately taken to the vampire citadel. First thing first, Lilah went in front of the blood lord and the elders by herself and recounted everything that happened and that she found out. The room was unreadable, especially the blood lord. A few elders, however, did give it away that they were quite shocked.  
 
    Lilah was dismissed when she finished, and Clarice was called in with Yasmina. Lilah, meanwhile, stayed outside the meeting chamber’s doors. She still had something to talk about with the blood lord. 
 
    The meeting took a long time, well over twice as long as the one with Lilah had. Then, finally, the elders and Yasmina left the meeting chamber. 
 
    “Where is Clarice?” Lilah intercepted Yasmina as she was escorted to her accommodations. 
 
    “Clarice insisted on speaking to the blood lord alone,” Yasmina replied, looking worried. 
 
    Huh, that’s weird, Lilah thought. Why would Clarice want to do that? And by herself, no less. Did the blood lord use his powers to influence her? That’s certainly a possibility. 
 
    Thankfully, Lilah didn’t have to agonize about it for too long. Five minutes later, Clarice left the chamber. The girl spotted Lilah immediately and ran up to her, ignoring the guard that was going to escort her. 
 
    “Lilah, can I ask you a favor,” was the first thing Clarice said.  
 
    “Sure,” Lilah answered. 
 
    “Lilah, when I go back to Aclax, I will need a strong friend to protect me,” Clarice said. She then deployed the saddest puppy eyes Lilah had ever seen. “I want it to be you. Please, come with me.” 
 
    “Clarice, you know I can’t do that,” Lilah said, surprised. 
 
    “Well, the blood lord decides what you can and can’t do,” Clarice said suddenly. She then grabbed Lilah’s hand and tried to drag her toward the meeting chamber. “Just ask him. He will let you.” 
 
    Lilah sighed and then pulled Clarice in for a hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’s not the blood lord,” Lilah said. “I know that you, and everyone else, need me to be strong right now, but I’m not up to it. Maybe I’ll visit you later, but I just can’t right now. Yasmina is a good person, as far as I can tell. Depend on her. I’m sorry.” Lilah then looked over to one of the guards. “Guard, please escort the queen to where Countess Yasmina is staying.” 
 
    Ignoring the girl’s pleas, Lilah walked past the guards into the meeting chamber. There was nobody inside besides the blood lord, who was seated on his throne. Lilah headed straight for him. 
 
    “Lilah, I thought that you’d want to talk,” the blood lord said. 
 
    “Yes, blood lord,” Lilah said as she walked up to the throne, much closer than she could ever in public. Then, she raised her hand and pulled off her white mask.  
 
    “I quit,” Lilah said, offering the mask back to the blood lord. 
 
    Lilah stood there, her arm extended, as the oldest vampire in the world stared at her. Her first impulse had been to toss the mask at the blood lord’s feet, but she had too much respect both for the mask and the vampire to do so. She needed him to accept it. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to go about it like this,” the blood lord suddenly said. “I guess you really did get attached to the girl. You know you don’t need to stop being a daywalker to go with her?” 
 
    “What?” Lilah was surprised. “Oh, is that what the two of you have been talking about?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “She was begging me any way she knew, and she offered to buy you too.” 
 
    Lilah sighed. “Clarice could really use my help,” she said, her voice sad. “But you’re misunderstanding. I refused her offer.” 
 
    “Why are you quitting then?” the blood lord asked. 
 
    “Personal reasons,” she answered. 
 
    The blood lord sighed. “I’m sorry. In many ways, I’m your adoptive father, yet we are so distant.” He then reached up and, for the first time that Lilah had seen it, removed his mask. “Then let me ask you, not as your lord, but as your family. What’s wrong, Lilah?” 
 
    Lilah, meanwhile, just stared at the face. It was ordinary. The same skull wrapped in gaunt skin as that of any other vampire. Lilah saw nothing at all remarkable, and she couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Lilah?” he interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    Lilah pulled her hand back, though she didn’t put the mask back on. “Well then, father, do you know that I tried to kill myself?” 
 
    “That's…” he actually looked shocked. “When? Why? It wasn’t in Lester’s report.” 
 
    “I charged a group of fallen in broad daylight,” Lilah said. “It was after I learned that all the prisoners that the Aclax army captured had all been eaten. I broke into the enemy camp to rescue them, but all I found were the soldiers who tried to stand up for our people.” 
 
    “I see,” he said. “So you’re quitting so as not to bear the same responsibility again. What will you do once you’re free? You must have thought about this a lot.” 
 
    “I will look for the fallen that used to be my father,” Lilah said. “He’s behind everything that happened. He must be. By the way, father, what is your real name?” 
 
    The blood lord shrugged. “I don’t remember. I used an alias even when I was a human and continued to do so as a vampire. Then, I threw it all away, and I’m just the blood lord now,” he said. “Lilah, how are you going to find anything by yourself? I’m not belittling your abilities, but you’re just one person. Do you understand that, most likely, we will find him first? If you leave, you will not be there when we finally deal with him.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating your chances, father,” Lilah smiled. “We both know what excellent bait I am. In fact, if I leave, then he will be that much more likely to try to contact me.” 
 
    “That is much too dangerous to do by yourself,” the blood lord said. “You’re practically throwing your life away. Lilah, there are people who love you here. I don’t want you to do it. And then there is that girl that begged me to let you go with her. Are you really dead set on this?”  
 
    “I’m not,” Lilah sighed. “But I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “You need a vacation,” the blood lord said. 
 
    “That’s what Lester said,” Lilah smiled. 
 
    “Going with Clarice would be a relatively peaceful assignment,” he said. 
 
    Lilah, however, shook her head. “I don’t want to go into that dead city. Not for years. And I’m not ready to work with mages either. I don’t dislike Clarice or Countess Yasmina, but that’s because I know them. But all the others? After what they have done?” 
 
    “Then go north to the border with Marak. That’s the most peaceful border we have,” the blood lord said. “Take it easy there.” 
 
    “What about my duties as a daywalker?” Lilah asked. “I’ll just end up rushing from village to village again.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve been thinking of expanding the daywalker order,” the blood lord said. “Our population has grown a lot, but there are still only nine of you. I’m thinking of establishing a secondary position. One with the same job description but way less authority. Let’s say ninety vampires, directly subordinate only to the daywalkers.” 
 
    “How about it?” he continued. “I’ll assign you ten promising citadel graduates, and you show them the ropes.” 
 
    Lilah stood there, silently thinking. After a long moment, she nodded, “Ok. It’s a good idea. I’ll do it. Thank you, father.” 
 
    “I do want you to be happy,” he smiled. 
 
    Lilah smiled back and then took a hesitant step forward. Then she took another and caught the blood lord in a hug. He hugged her back, and everything was fine for just a moment. 
 
    “I will be leaving north right away,” Lilah said as she disengaged. “I feel guilty for not helping Clarice. It feels even worse to run away like this, but I’m doing it anyway. At least I don’t have to face her again this way. Goodbye, father.”  
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