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      Dniper River, Russian Federation

      One Thousand Years Ago

      

      Every summer, I sail for the village of Staraya Ladoga to kill the evil vampire warlord, Fyodor the Rus. Over the centuries, one fact has become clear.

      Fyodor the Rus is verra good at hiding.

      A few months ago, I became king of my clan, the MacGregors. As such, I face a number of painful tasks, such as the pressure to choose a bride and quickly. But leading our yearly mission to try and kill Fyodor? ‘Tis always a pleasure.

      To this end, I now stand on the prow of my longboat, the Diamond. On either side, the great fleet of clan MacGregor stretches out across the Dniper River. Thirty-four ships in all—that’s a record. Fresh gusts of wind churn all around, creating a mosaic of white peaks on dark waters. I inhale, catching the far-off scent of pine needles and campfires.

      ‘Twould be a fine night for battle. Too bad Fyodor never gives us one.

      My second-in-command, Hunter, steps to my side. He’s a tall man with golden hair, green eyes, and all the body strength of the Shelterstone Crag.

      “The wind is strong and steady,” announces Hunter. “Perhaps we should strike up a song. The warriors seem …” He leaves the thought unfinished.

      I scan the crew. Since there’s still some daylight, all those now on deck are born vampires. Bloodkin. Men and women sit on their rowing benches, their bodies taught and voices silent. Like me and Hunter, they all wear ceremonial battle leathers. Their garb is to be expected. What I notice next is not.

      Normally, the crew is glassy-eyed and lax by this point in the journey. After nearly a millennium of trying, our annual attacks on Staraya Ladoga are more ceremony than anything else.

      So why does the crew twitch with every bird’s caw or odd wave?Something is wrong.

      I cut a glance toward Hunter. “Does your departure worry them?”

      Bloodkin magic draws us to a fated mate, meaning someone who matches our heart and enhances our powers. Hunter recently found his fated mate, Fifeur, in the land of the Francs. After months of debating, Hunter has finally resolved to move to Gaul and marry Fifeur. This voyage marks our last journey together.

      Hunter sighs. “Nae. ’Tis something else.”

      A thread of unease winds inside me. “It has been a thousand years, hasn’t it?”

      “That it has.”

      Fyodor originally invaded our realm exactly one thousand years ago. On that raid, Fyodor killed my great-grandfather, King Caethur. Why? Fyodor thought my relation was the so-called bloodkin spark, meaning that Caethur’s death would release a horde of fire demons and destroy life on earth.

      “There was a red moon a few nights ago,” I state. “That’s her sign.”

      There’s no question who I mean here. Pyri, the fire elemental. Fyodor and his people worship her in a death cult where the deceased are burned in longboats. I scan the crew once more. They’ve every right to be concerned.

      “Perhaps a song would help the crew,” I tell Hunter. “Rouse the bard.”

      “As you command.”

      A lanky human lumbers forward to stand beside me at the ship’s prow. Murchadh. He’s a stooped old wisp of a sea dog who wears loose trou and a threadbare tunic. The only pristine thing about Murchadh are his cherished pair of metal spoons—he plays these while singing.

      Murchadh stumbles before reaching the prow. I speed to his side. After looping the old human’s arm over my shoulders, I guide him to sit on the ship’s front bench. The human’s wispy form and gray beard contrasts to my burly frame and brown hair. We both have sun-darkened skin.

      “You should allow me to make you a nightling, Murchadh.” This isn’t the first time I’ve offered to do so. As a bloodkin, I can turn any human into a nightling vampire.

      “Bah!” Murchadh sniffs. “Nightling burn up in the sun. Why bother?”

      This isn’t the first time Murchadh has given that answer, either.

      “True enough,” I confirm. “But nightling don’t trip so easily.”

      “Immortality is a chore; you’ll never convince me otherwise. Besides, I like looking my age.” Murchadh spits on his spoons before clacking them against his knees and shoulders in a fast rhythm. He launches into our favorite tune for such voyages, Fyodor’s Hall.

      
        
        ‘Twas near nine hundred year ago

        Fyodor the Rus reached our clan’s shores

        He stole our humans, sliced off heads

        And staked our king ’til he lie dead

      

      

      The crew claps in time as they join the chorus.

      
        
        Now we sail to Fyodor’s hall

        To feast ourselves ’til morning’s thrall

        Fyodor hides for fear of war

        And troubles us no more

      

      

      All of which is true. Ever since we started this annual migration to murder Fyodor, the blackguard has avoided our realm. None of our neighbors can say the same.

      While Murchadh keeps singing, I shift to stand beside Hunter. When I next speak, I take care to use a low voice. “Would Fyodor really try to release the revenant horde after so many years?”

      “Fate is like a belly dancer,” says Hunter. “She performs for a little while for everyone.”

      “Well said.” I can’t help but chuckle. “This trip may be my turn to dance with Fyodor.”

      “’Tis possible.”

      “That reminds me; we should send a trading fleet to the Southern lands soon. I do enjoy a performance of bellydancers.”

      Hunter winks. “I’ll be in the realm of the Francs by then. Shame to miss it.”

      “Does Fifeur not enjoy travel?”

      Hunter shoots a glance toward the back of the ship. We’ve brought some nightling along for the raid. Since the sun is their poison, these vampires rest under heavy tarps until the moon rises. Hunter’s gaze stays locked on the place where one particular nightling sleeps: a warrior woman named Indigo. Could she be why Hunter has waited so long to marry Fifeur?

      “I’d rather not discuss my fated mate,” snaps Hunter. This is his standard answer when asked about this subject. Most fated mate pairs are happy to wax poetic about each other. Not Hunter.

      “Then we’ll focus on the crew.” I rest my palm on the neck of a great wooden dragon adorning the ship’s prow. A comforting jolt runs run my arm as the vessel cuts through a succession of choppy waves. “Everyone will calm once we’re near Staraya Ladoga. Proximity to battle focuses a warrior.”

      Hunter nods toward a ruined stretch of shoreline. “We aren’t far now.”

      Shielding my eyes, I follow Hunter’s line of vision. The trees here have been burned out for centuries. It’s the landmark that we’re in for the final approach to Staraya Ladoga. “Agreed.”

      Murchadh finishes his tune. No one cheers. Instead, a heavy silence encompasses the crew. Everyone watches me and Hunter with rapt attention. They’re waiting for the king’s address. It happens every year at this moment.

      For a moment, I debate about giving the same speech I do every year.  That won’t do this time.

      “Once again, we are about to raid Staraya Ladoga,” I begin. “This trip avenges the murder of my great-grandfather, King Caethur. Therefore, we shall march through the village and feast in Fyodor’s hall. I could tell you this raid will be like all the others before it. But you know me. I tell no lies … when it comes to battle.”

      Some of the crew chuckle. Just after I became king, some of my old pleasure partners claimed that I promised they’d become my queen. It wasn’t true, but I know how the mind plays tricks when you want something badly enough. I haven’t been with a woman since.

      “I sense the worry from you all,” I continue. “This trip marks one thousand years since Fyodor last tried to kill a MacGregor king in order to release Pyri’s horde of fire revenants. But while the Rus raiders worship Pyri, we follow a water elemental. The Gray Woman. And in a battle between fire and water, I like our chances.”

      There was a time when Pyri and the Gray Woman were close friends. That hasn’t been the case in years.

      “I imagine you’re all wondering the same thing,” I continue. “Will we will heed the ritual and keep for Staraya Ladoga—or do we bow to the omens and return to our own shores? I say, we shall respect tradition while changing how we approach it. From this moment forward, all must stay alert and ready for trouble. Move silently and with swords at the ready. Alba gu bràth!”

      The crew repeats the phrase. “Alba gu bràth!” Scotland forever.

      I turn to Hunter and raise my brows slightly. He knows what I am asking, although I do not use words. How did I do?

      Hunter grins. A good speech.

      “Lower the sails!” I call. “Awaken the nightling!”

      By lowering the flagship’s sail, I signal to the fleet that we’ll move forward with stealth. One by one, the other vessels lower their sails as well.

      Message received.

      From this moment onward, there’ll be no more singing or displaying our sails for all to see. We’ve stopped being longer obvious visitors celebrating an innocuous annual ritual. Instead, we take our true form.

      Vampire raiders.
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      The village of Staraya Ladoga is a cluster of stout wooden buildings encased on three sides by towering cliff walls. The only approach is via a wee stretch of water that snakes through the long line of jagged cliffs before connecting to the Dniper River. Warriors have names for places like this.

      Deathtraps.

      I wade through the access waterway for Staraya Ladoga. Icy liquid prickles around my legs. On either side of me, jagged sheets of gray rock tower high above my head. The scent of rotting fish fills my lungs. A heavy mixture of tension and excitement fill the night air.

      Hundreds of warriors trudge along in my wake. Our many movements send overlapping ripples across the still water. All of us wear dark leather armor. Within the main body of my troops, a legion of expert archers march with their gaze locked on the cliff heights—because that’s where Fyodor’s attack always begins.

      It’s true that Fyodor runs away before we arrive. However, he creates nightling before going. And by create, I mean that he drains dozens of humans of their blood, adds some of his own, and buries the bodies along the clifftops. When my people step through the shallows near town, the newly-made nightling vampires scent us and awaken. Then they attack.

      Hunter slogs along at my side. Like the rest of us, he scans the cliff peaks, waiting for any sign of nightling.

      “See any?” he asks in a low voice.

      “Nae,” I whisper.

      “’Tis late. They should have attacked by now.”

      “Agreed.”

      A charged sense of worry fills the air. Hunter isn’t alone with this question—every one of my warriors knows we should have faced nightling by this point.

      My pulse speeds as we make a final turn along the waist-deep inlet. At last, it’s visible in the distance: the peaked roofs of Staraya Ladoga glinting in the moonlight.

      The tension turns so heavy, I can almost feel it against my skin. Any moment now, the nightling should appear on the cliffs, roaring with rage and hunger. Some will toss rocks at my warriors. Others will quickly scale their way down the sheer rock.

      Still, nothing happens. Worry tightens across my neck and shoulders.

      What is Fyodor up to?

      My mind rushes through every past raid on Staraya Ladoga. The routine is always the same. By the time we come within sight of the village, Fyodor’s nightling have already attacked.

      Holding up my fist, I make the signal to stop our progress. Everyone pauses.

      Stretching out with my supernatural senses, I inspect every building, clifftop, and patch of rock wall.

      What has changed?

      My gaze locks on some fresh runes scraped onto a distant stretch of gray stone. The letters spell out the words, free the fire revenants. A chill twists inside me. Those are dark tidings, indeed.

      Back when Pyri and the Gray Woman were allies, they made an unbreakable pact not to destroy humanity. The Gray Woman would keep her great floods dammed up. In return, Pyri’s world of fire revenants would stay locked up deep underground in her emberworld. While the Gray Woman has kept her promise, Pyri’s doomsday cult works to open a portal and release the fire revenants using her ‘key’: a special vampire called the bloodkin spark. It’s Pyri’s doomsday prophecy.

      I stare at the riverbed. Miles below this water, there lies a land of fire revenants. Thoughts of that underground world echo through me in strange ways.

      If the fire revenants are hidden … then, what else is concealed here? In a flash, I know why there are no nightling along the clifftops. Pulling my obsidian dagger from its sheath on my thigh, I call out to all warriors.

      “Beware! The nightling are—”

      Whoosh!

      A nightling warrior bursts from the stretch of water directly before me, his body dripping with mud. Even so, I can tell this is a trained fighter —and not just because he wears battle leathers. The nightling holds himself and his obsidian blade with confidence.

      Fyodor’s plan becomes clear. This is no hapless dupe who got buried atop the cliff, as the vampire warlord has done in years past. I now face a trained assassin who just made the switch from human to nightling. Energy courses through my veins—it’s the thrill of an unexpected battle.

      The fighter lunges for me while raising his own obsidian blade. As more mud drips away, I can see his shaved head, plaited beard and the runes for fire revenant tattooed across his face.

      “For Pyri!” The nightling cries.

      Quick as lightning, I raise my own dagger while kicking out the nightling’s legs from beneath him. As the fighter tumbles backward, I stake him through the heart. My attacker floats on his back, dead. As I pull my blade loose, I call out to my warriors.

      “Fyodor’s nightling are buried under the shallows! Beware, they are trained fighters this time!”

      Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!

      Dozens of Fyodor’s nightling erupt from the water. My warriors take them on in hand-to-hand combat. Hunter and I share a nod. We both know what will happen next.

      “Landing guard,” I call. “To the shore!”

      While Hunter leads the fight against Fyodor’s new nightling, I wade toward the village, along with fifty warriors of my landing guard. Two nightling, Indigo and Nikolas, number among them.

      In short order, my guard and I reach Staraya Ladoga. Moonlight casts the muddy earth in shadow. The scent of animal manure and human sweat hangs in the air. A fenced-in yard sits to my right, along with a barn. I spot some homes as well. Everything lies dark and empty, save one place.

      Unlike the rest of the village, firelight flickers through the open windows of the feasting hall. A low murmur of voices carries on the air.

      Raising my arm, I curve my hand into a c-shape. It’s the signal to summon the two nightling in my guard: Nikolai and Indigo. Both were changed from humans into nightling at Staraya Ladoga and may know more about Fyodor’s plans. The pair speed to stand by my side.

      I turn to Indigo. She’s tall and sinewy with dark skin, wide eyes and long braided hair. Her gaze locks on me. The question is there if unspoken. What do you need?

      I nod toward the feasting hall. “Why?”

      Indigo tilts her head, considering. “Perhaps there’s something precious inside. Fyodor may have set nightling into the shallows to protect it. He wishes us to be cautious.”

      I focus on Nikolai. “What say you?”

      Nikolai rubs the scars covering his neck. “Fyodor set the nightling under the water to weaken us before we reach the real enemy who lurks in the feating hall.” He points his obsidian blade toward the hall itself. “We should attack.”

      “It may come to that,” I state. “First, let’s see what we’re dealing with. Come with me.” I raise my arm and circle my pointer finger in the air. It’s a signal that the rest of the company must surround the feasting hall.

      As the guards slip into place, I step within a few yards of the hall’s main door. A small torch crackles away beside the entrance—a signal that the place is open to weary travelers.

      Inhaling deeply, I catch a coppery tang on the air. Human blood.

      Nikolai’s eyes widen. “I’ve seen this before. Fyodor’s warriors glut on human blood while waiting for an attack.”

      “I’ve seen the same,” adds Indigo. “Yet, I still suggest caution.”

      “I saw the runes on the cliff walls,” adds Nikolai. “Those who follow Pyri seek to release the fire revenants and wipe out every last one of us. By killing you, there will be less resistance. They could open the portal more easily. We must attack or die.”

      “So this is a trap, eh?” I ask slowly.

      Indigo pauses before answering. “It may be a trap, but not one that will be thwarted with violence.”

      “No, this is the moment to fight.” Nikolai pulls the torch from beside the door. “They were foolish to leave us fire. I say we burn them.”

      Indigo rests her hand on Nikolai’s forearm, blocking him. “The king gives orders here.”

      “Stand down, Nikolai.” He lowers his hand.

      I scan the doorframe more closely. Based on how light flickers around the threshold, it’s not even bolted shut. Yet another dainty in this very interesting mouse trap.

      “Let’s see what kind of snare Fyodor has set.” Leaning on my left leg, I kick at the door’s center.

      Smash!

      The wood shatters. I step inside. In many ways, this chamber is the classic space for a Rus raider. Long tables and benches line the floor. Shields are stored along the walls. A fire crackles away in the center of the room.

      It’s who rests inside the space that is unexpected. Humans lie everywhere, from the benches to the tables and floor. Some have bloody dressings on their arms or legs. All have bandages around their necks.

      Nikolai steps beside me. His voice trembles with sorrow and rage. “This was my fate once. I was one of Fyodor’s blood slaves. His men tore out my throat at every feeding.”

      For the first time, I notice a bloodkin woman moving among the human sick. She and I are a study in opposites. While I’m burly with sun-darkened skin and brown hair, the maiden is pale and slight. She wears a brocade gown that’s spattered in blood.

      In all honesty, I not only expected a fight, I had hoped for one a little bit. Now I see this calm presence who moves among the injured with a dancer’s grace. For the first time in ages, I truly desire the company of a woman.

      “Who is that?” I ask.

      It’s Nikolai who answers. “You look upon Fyodor’s daughter.” He adds four words in a reverent tone.

      “Her name is Elisava.”
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      Suddenly, the world of battle feels far away. Thanks to Elisava, this feasting hall becomes a haven of comfort and sanity. It seems a shame to shatter such innocent beauty with the reality of my presence, but it must be done. To start the conversation, I clear my throat.

      Elisava looks up and smiles. She has a round face with wide gray eyes. “Hello, there.”

      It’s an informal welcome. Not what I expected.

      “Greetings,” I state.

      “I see the problem, little one. Let me help.” After leaning over a wounded human child, Elisava shows her fangs, pricks her finger and rubs the blood between her palms. She then sets her hands on the child’s infected neck. “That ought to do it.” She looks to me. “You know this healing, da?”

      “Aye. We heal our humans the same way.”

      Nikolai steps forward—every line in his body is tight with rage. “Such injuries are forbidden in King Caelin’s court. Human donors are treated with respect. If a freshly made bloodkin goes too far in a feeding, they are punished.”

      “That is right.” Elisava nods. “My father is too harsh.”

      Elisava wouldn’t speak that way about her father if he were nearby. “Where is Fyodor?”

      “He invaded the lands of Vithinia months ago,” replies Elisava. “I’m here to give you a message.” She lifts her chin and straightens the folds of her dress. “King Caelin, you may wish to set sail for Vithinia. Do not do so. You will enact the rage of Pyri, the fire elemental.”

      A sinking feeling moves through my body. “What has your father done?”

      Elisava lifts her chin. “Pyri has shown him the bloodkin spark, the one who must be sacrificed in order to release the fire revenants.”

      I shake my head. “That message won’t keep me from following him.”

      “Father said that as well. He warned you that if you approach Vithinia, he will kill the captive.”

      A chill of foreboding moves over my skin. “Who has he taken?”

      “Fifeur.” Elisava sighs. “She is not only the fated mate of your clan, she is also my friend from the lands of the Francs. Please tell Hunter not to blame himself. If he’d gone to join her earlier, she’d still be in a dungeon, only Hunter would be dead.”

      My body turns numb. Poor Hunter. “Where is Fifeur being held?”

      “The dungeon entrance is near the Pyri’s Temple—it’s a place that was once called the Gray Woman’s Chapel.” Elisava moves onto the next human in her care. “Keep following the Dniper River. A burned-out forest will appear on your right. The city walls of Vithinia will soon follow. Pyri’s Temple sits on the other side of that barrier.”

      “Pyri’s Temple?” I shake my head. “The Vithinians don’t worship Pyri. They follow the Gray Woman, same as we do.”

      “They worship Pyri now,” replies Elisava simply.

      I frown. “Your father invaded their realm and yet allowed the local residents to live? That’s unusual.”

      “He has his reasons.”

      My eyes widen. “It’s because he found a new bloodkin spark. Fyodor kept my great-grandfather alive for weeks before killing him at summer equinox. He thought my great-grandfather was the bloodkin spark. Fyodor was wrong then. I’m sure he’s wrong now.”

      “It’s been a thousand years. Time to try again. Pyri has given my father a sign about who should be sacrificed. That is all I can say.”

      “And I thank you for your candor.” I bow to her in a sign of respect. Elisava didn’t have to help us, let alone any wounded humans. She could have given her message and nothing else.

      As I turn to leave, Elisava speaks again. “One more thing.”

      Pausing, I focus on Fyodor’s daughter once more. “I’m listening.”

      Elisava lifts her chin. “If you truly wish to help Fifeur, there is more you need to know. Fyodor took over the Vithinian lands, but he did not destroy the army. There may be a way to rescue my friend.”

      I scan the room. Most of the injured sleep. A few watch us with interest. Despite the fact that Elisava is helping these people, I’ve no doubt that some will be happy to report Elisava’s words to Fyodor. And the fact that Elisava is telling us how to defeat her father’s army? He won’t take well to that.

      “Don’t place yourself at risk,” I state. “You’ve told us enough.”

      “We cannot stop the fire revenants. But we can ensure our loved ones are as comfortable as possible at the end. That is why I am helping you.”

      “Go on.”

      “There’s another cliff right before Vithinia. If you scale your way up that wall, you’ll find the last of the Vithinian warriors. They have a trebuchet.”

      Nikolai frowns. “A what?”

      Indigo nods. “I know this weapon. It hurls fire bombs over city walls.” She looks to me. “That could help us break in.”

      My heart sinks. “You really shouldn’t have told us this.”

      Elisava sighs. “I’ve nothing to lose.”

      It takes a moment for her words to register. Elisava truly expects death. I spend so much time plotting how to avoid trouble. The idea of accepting the end so calmly is somehow intoxicating.

      “Ah.” I smile. “And I’ve everything to fight for, lass.”

      Elisava returns my grin with one of her own. It’s been a long time since a woman looked at me and didn’t see a crown. I check her throat, hoping the fated mate mark would appear. After all, Elisava just showed that she has her fangs. Only a mature bloodkin with fangs can see their fated mate. Long seconds tick by. Our fated mate marks should materialize now, if indeed we are meant to be a couple.

      Alas, they do not.

      Even so, protective energy streams through me. Fyodor left his own daughter here to give me a message, knowing that I might kill her.

      I step closer to Elisava. “I’ve spent decades fighting raiders who worship Pyri,” I say, my voice low. “They burn their dead and predict the end of our kind. ’Tis foolish to believe this nonsense. And worse to stay here. You should run.”

      “Nyet,” counters Elisava. She steps up to the next human in line—an elderly woman—and checks the bandages on her throat.

      “Come with us. I’ll keep you safe.”

      Elisava locks her gaze with mine. “My father stole these humans from their homes, forced them to live in squalor and be drained of blood. When he was through with them, he left them to die. This is my responsibility, too. I cannot leave them in pain, even if the world is about to end.”

      The thought strikes me. Elisava would make a great queen. She isn’t my fated mate, but finding that person is rare. “I understand. Once these humans heal, you are always welcome in my lands.”

      Elisava smiles, but there’s no joy in it. “All vampires will be long dead before that can come to pass.”

      “Even so, the invitation remains open.”

      Leaving Elisava behind, I march back outside. Hunter waits by the door. The clan warriors array behind him. All of them stand in neat rows. Hunter instantly reads the lines of worry in my expression.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Fyodor has kidnapped Fifeur.”

      Hunter looks between me and Indigo. I must hand it to the man, he does a great job of keeping his face a mask of neutrality. Even I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

      “What do you order?” asks Hunter.

      I raise my arms and speak in a full voice. “My people! Hunter’s fated mate, Fifeur, is being kept near the Palace Vithinia. It’s not far from here. As the fated mate of my second-in-command, Fifeur receives clan protection. However, this is not the mission you all accepted. Therefore, no one must follow me. If you wish to, you may depart now. None will judge your choice.”

      I wait. A minute slowly passes. No one moves. Little by little, a warm sense of pride pulses through my heart.

      “Back to the ships!” I call. “We sail for Fifeur!”

      The warriors cheer.
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