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Chapter 1

Olus Upert made his way through the marketplace, sighing to himself. He looked depressed and held a measly gold piece in his hand, his clothes torn.



He looked a beggar.



Of course he wasn't a beggar, quite the opposite. He was very, very good at what he did. He just didn't do legal things. He feigned tripping, snatching the purse straight off of a bystander. "Help! Guards! I'm being attacked!" he called out, grinning as his face was hidden.



There were weak protests as the heavily armed guard came down upon the man, hitting him with the butts of their swords and beating him into submission. Olus stood up and skulked away, nabbing a small golden ring out of someone's pocket on the way.



There was an art to theft, an under-appreciated one. It took skill to slip one's hand into another's pocket, take a valuable, then sneak it out without being caught. It wasn't easy by any standard.



He was in Acksiin, capital of Ackweol, hoping to get the attention of the thieves there. He was professional, but an unlucky break got him caught in the neighboring kingdom, who sent for his head.



He stole a look around, noticing a symbol on the back of a tunic. Leather, lightweight, perhaps even enchanted. Yes, it was, it must be. A thief.



He made his way over, slipping a stolen necklace out of the thief's tunic. "Hello there, friend," Olus began, wrapping his hand around the thief's neck. "Long time no see!" Olus winked at the thief, who looked up, startled and confused. Olus made sure to briefly show the necklace before leading him between a few houses nearby and into a secluded area, tossing the necklace back.



"I'll cut to the chase: I want in."



The thief looked at the necklace in his hand, checking his back pocket. "Ooh, sneaky. But we're not taking recruits."



Olus scowled and sighed, taking out the ring and looking at it, slipping it on.



He was invisible.



"On second thought, you're in. We've been trying to nab that ring for ages! How'd you get it!?"



Olus laughed, taking it off and looking at it. It seemed the enchantment was only on one way, so if he put it on backwards it would stay on, he would feel it, and he wouldn't be invisible. "A thief's got his ways."



The nameless thief shook his head and motioned, Olus following. "I'll take you to Reen for a test. If you pass, you're in, if you fail..." He let it hang and Olus rolled his eyes.



"I was a thief before, in Syef, before I made a stupid mistake that I won't repeat. I know how it goes."



"Good."



And he found a legion that didn't pry into his past? Olus figured they thought he was lying, but shrugged nonetheless. 



They whispered in dark alleys and private company that the thieves had the guard in their pocket here, whispered about assassins. Murder wasn't for Olus, but he had respect for assassins. They had to be the best, and they were. Better than thieves, since they had to leave no trace of who did it or why. It's easier to notice a dead guy than a few coins missing from a merchant's safe.



Minutes of walking led them to the edge of the city, into a shoddy house. Olus eyed it, noticing a wardrobe leaned up against the wall. He walked over, opened it, and slid out the false back. "Ah, reminds me of the nice old days in Syef."



The thief ignored him, and Olus got the oddest feeling he was grinning. "Reen!" he called, "I brought a recruit!"



A number of distrusting heads shot up, and Olus smiled maliciously. He'd run tough courses.



"No recruits," Reen, who was sitting in a shadowy throne of sorts, said.



Reen, from what Olus could tell, was a short, stocky man who looked as if his young days had been full of mischief. He was wrinkly, but from his fluid movements Olus could tell he was still a competent thief.



Olus habitually checked his pockets, which was always a good idea when dealing with thieves that didn't quite trust one another. He'd heard rumors morale was low, and trust wasn't handed out freely.



He'd heard lots of rumors, and didn't know which ones to give credit to.



"This one is different. He recognized me in the middle of a heist, pulled me into an alley and... he's got it."



"It?" Reen asked, eyes widening as he sat forward. Others, most likely the more experienced thieves, sat forward as well or stood up.



"Yes."



Reen sat back and became lost in thought, nodding. "You there, name?"



"Olus Upert, Master Thief hailing from Syef."



Reen chuckled, a low, throaty chuckle that seemed to reverberate around the room. "Olus? The famous one? Last I heard, you were caught. Caught stealing from an orphanage."



"Never doing that again," Olus said, defending himself, "Far too many eyes, even for the shadows. How was I supposed to know one of the kids was about to find out she was a witch? The fire came out of nowhere."



There were a few laughs, and Olus grinned. "Still, even with their screams for the guards, they never found me. And now, here I am. I found you."



Reen leaned against an arm, nodding. "Forgive me for not embracing you with open arms. You will have to run the same trial as any, and if you are not lying, you will be accepted."



Olus nodded, smiling. "What's the trial? Can't be as hard as the Syeffian Run."



The Syeffian Run was infamous for its brutality. While most thieves ran common things that would help in day-to-day heists, such as pickpocketing another thief out in the field (even if it was an amateur, and often nobles counted) or sneaking into an average house and picking up a specific item. In Syef, they didn't believe in that.



No, one need to make it past a pit full of starving trolls undetected.



Reen seemed to pale, shaking rapidly. "No! No! Nothing like that! Brutes over there, the lot of them."



Olus chuckled and glanced around. He spotted a wooden door, looking battered and a bit broken down. He headed towards it and Reen shook his head. "You are the legendary Olus Upert. Only he would have the foolish bravado that leads him directly to the right door."



Olus chuckled once more, heading through the door. Before he could close it though, Reen spoke up one last time. "One kill and we'll send you straight to the guards!"



Olus knew how it went. Thieves didn't kill. They didn't fight. If they were caught, a good thief went quietly and escaped prison. Assassins killed and fought, and they were hanged or fed to monsters.



The door closed and the thieves behind it hushed. He crouched down and went silent, hoping to hear something.



There, voices in the background. He opened his eyes, his sense of hearing seeming to go back to normal. The room he was in was absolutely destroyed, as if the thieves had a scuffle with a horde of Raised.



Olus couldn't help but shiver at the thought. He hated Raised. Uncommon outside of necromancer covens and during wars, Raised were not given enough proper caution or fear. They looked exactly like the living, with a few small differences.



They couldn't talk, or barely at least. They groaned and drew out their single-digit vocabulary, usually something about the way they died. Their eyes were always glazed and usually looking in the wrong directions, relying on their sense of smell as they were blind.



And they couldn't feel pain. It was horrifying. They reeked of death and seemed impossible to kill while you were fighting one.



Olus had seen one, just one. A normal heist, a normal house. Until he picked the lock and found a practicing necromancer. Well... he didn't find him. Just his Raised.



He was lucky, very lucky. He had robbed the apothecary just a few hours beforehand, and regrettably had to drink his cure-all potion to avoid death. Shame, it was worth hundreds of gold.



He ran away from the Raised, alerted the guards, and the Raised took out and Turned three guards before the group of Raised was put down. Four Raised, one day. Three dead because of it.



Olus still got his requested item. Found it, sitting there on a table in the house while everyone was distracted with the Raised.



A sudden snap made Olus look up and think about the present. Trial first, memories second.



There was another snap, and Olus closed his eyes. His hearing got better, and he heard a soft crackle of a fire.



People. So, there was a shred of truth back at the hideout in Syef about the thieves here. Failed recruits stayed around, defending the hideout and killing. All handsomely paid of course.



Olus flipped the ring around and disappeared from sight, grinning to himself. Oh, he would have fun with this, even if the guards were looking for it. An accidental acquisition was never unwelcome, especially if it got you places. He'd have to take care of this while he slept.



He prided himself in his thievery skills, even while not magically invisible. He was abnormally silent, unless wearing armor, and he would have made an excellent assassin.



A few assassin's thought so too as he evaded them. He found himself lost in memories again, and stumbled, making quite a bit of noise.



"Wha's dat?" came a slurred, obviously drunk voice. "Ooh's dere?"



Olus silently rolled to his side as the drunk stumbled over to where Olus was only moments before. He staggered and fell into unconsciousness, or at least sleep. Olus got up and sneaked through the rest, taking off his ring and putting it on again backwards.



Only one person. They really weren't recruiting. Olus stood up confidently and opened the door.



Only Reen stood there, waiting. "Fifth building down from the capital there's somebody we need to get out of the way, getting suspicious about us. Take this," he said, handing Olus a valuable-looking item his instincts screamed to keep, "and we'll tip off the guard. He'll be gone by tomorrow assuming you don't screw it up."



Reen walked away, leaving Olus entrusted with a gemstone of some sort. He really needed to touch up on his valuables.


Chapter 2

Olus left the hideout silently, unobserved. He walked out leisurely and checked out his surroundings. Best to get familiar with the hideout.



"You there! I don't recognize you, have you paid the new tax?" a guard called, approaching, looking high and mighty.



"Yep."



"Oh? Then how much was it?"



Olus smiled sweetly and acted like he was thinking. "This much," he said, bringing his elbow up and attempting to knock the guard out. He wasn't wearing a helmet, but his chestplate made up for it with it's thickness, made of solid steel.



The guard caught his elbow and Olus faked falling down as if he was thrown off balance. He slipped his new favorite ring on the correct way and the guard stumbled backwards.



"Where'd you go? Wait, I recognize that move.... THIEF!" he called out, standing and looking around frantically. Olus rolled to the side again, biting his lip. A few more guards came running and Olus inwardly groaned.



"Thief! He's got the Prince's ring!"



Prince? Why was the prince dressed like a commoner, Olus wondered. He didn't bother to stick around to find out, though, sneaking away as fast as he could.



Olus made it out and heard the guards grumbling. This, this was why Olus was a thief and not an assassin. He was terrible at confrontation.



Slipping away into the daylight, as the shadows would be searched, Olus trudged forward, slipping off the ring while he wasn't being watched. The capitol building, Olus reminded himself, he needed to find the capitol building.



He followed the buildings, not knowing exactly where to go. However, he figured he could find it.



And indeed, it wasn't long before he had. The capitol building was large and ornate, gold thrown about like it was wood, marble and granite walls with a door made of solid iron, probably a few feet thick. Olus looked around, both ways, before deciding to go left. Five houses down was a mansion, and Olus hoped it was the one Reen was talking about.



He slipped inside through an unlocked back door, the quiet disturbing him. He found his way to the bedroom, which was up a flight of stairs and behind the station for the maids, and slipped the gem into a chest that looked personal. He slipped out without anyone catching him.



Too easy.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"Well done. I hear a certain someone just got arrested for thievery. You didn't get caught, I take it?" Reen asked, a number of thieves looking at Olus.



Olus smirked and shook his head. "And, pray tell, why would I have been caught? These foolish guards barely know one end of a sword from a horse."



Reen laughed and nodded, taking a sip from his flagon. "Yeah, and it's made my job all the easier. Now there's something I need done, I'd do it myself but I don't have time. That ring you stole from the prince will come in handy. Here, take this," Reen said passing a piece of parchment to Olus, "and come back. Do it at night, but beware. Blood moon is out tonight, and you know the types of creatures that come out of the shadows during a special moon."



Olus shuddered. There would be dead tonight, Raised destroying entire towns...



Olus nodded. "I'll get it done."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




A flash of light signaled the guard's passing. He held a torch loosely, a hand on his sword at all times. Everything was red from the moon, and Olus was hidden in a patch of shadows from the building he was leaning against. His ring was on, an extra precaution.



Reen had dismissed Olus, and Olus had complained about not getting paid. That's when reality hit him. He had to steal money as well as do the job himself. Ackweol's outfit was cheap, greedy and underpaid. He had to do the paying for himself, unlike in Syef where they paid him for his skill.



Sighing, he continued forward, the house marked subtly. There was a circle with a line diagonally cut through it, and Olus smirked. Really, such crude symbols, and carved directly into the wood? The guards must have been in the guild's pocket to not notice that sitting out in the open for so long. And the residents?



People in Ackweol sure were careless with their wealth. Oh, well, Olus could use it more.



He slipped into the house, smiling to himself. After all the preparation, the door was, yet again, unlocked.



Really, how did Ackweol stay a kingdom? With so much wealth just laying around for the taking, and-



Olus froze. He thought he heard something. Faint, though, something very faint. Fainter than a man's breathing. He listened carefully, ear to the ground.



Footsteps, approaching him fast. Very fast... inhumanly fast. Olus scrambled up but was too late.



"Well, well, what do we have here? Another would-be thief? Mmh, you smell so tasty..."



The voice was smooth, commanding, and laced with wordless magic. Olus felt his mind slowing, his reactions slowing even further. "Yes, very tasty, aren't you?"



"Y-yesss" Olus said, shivering. "So very tasty..."



"Then you won't mind if I... bite you?"



Oh, gods above and below help me, Olus thought. He knew the strategy, not from experience but from another. He knew what he encountered. He was helpless.



"N-n-n... nnnerrghhh... no..."



The figure closed the distance and tilted Olus' head to the side, biting into his neck. Olus' knees went weak, and he felt it.



Something was wrong. Very wrong. His blood itself started tingling, even as the vampire sucked it out. "I have wanted an apprentice, a child of my own for some time. You shall do nicely."



Oh gods he was turning into one of them.



Perhaps it wasn't all too bad... he had heard of vampires resisting their instincts and urges and resuming lives as normal, as thieves and assassins at least. Olus shuddered as he was released, his ring falling off his finger. He weakly put it back on, and his eyes widened.



After all that, he remembered he was still invisible. The vampire had seen through the illusion.



"Foolish child. I shall teach you to see the colors of the night, and to fear none. We are hunters. The world is our prey. Now sleep, sleep and give yourself to the night."



The vampire left, softly, Olus almost couldn't hear how softly. He struggled up, ensuring his ring was on backwards, and crawled out of the house. He fell down the stairs, unable to stand. A guard rushed over, torch illuminating him.



"V-vampire," Olus panted, weakly touching his neck. "I-in there... ambushed..."



"BURN THE VAMPIRE!" the guard shouted, drawing the attention of other nearby guards. They surrounded the house and lit the entire thing on fire, handfuls of guards guarding each potential exit. Before long, an inhuman screech came from within, silenced by the cleansing flames.



"It's dead. Are you hurt, down there?"



Olus nodded weakly, blackness enveloping his vision. "H-healer... apothecary..." he mumbled. The inky blackness shrouded him, and life was no more.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Olus awoke with a start, feeling slightly off but much better. There were a number of empty potion bottles nearby, and an old woman with warts covering her face stood in front of him. "I saved yer life. Ya owe me."



Olus felt around his back pocket, sighing and giving up a handful of gold. "Here. Take it."



The apothecary looked at it, weighing it in her hand before nodding. "Good 'nuff. Now git, before I poison you and charge your loved ones for it."



Olus left, feeling weak. Vampires were the worst. The power of a blood-starved vampire rivaled that of a weak god. Entire armies would tremble at the thought of a vampire attack. One kill, and they could make one Raised to assist. Being undead, the Raised would never harm their master.



It was a deadly combination that had wiped out entire kingdoms in under a year.



Olus didn't want to return to Reen immediately. No, they'd know of his failure, even if it was at the hands of a creature of the night. He wasn't careful enough. He wasn't good enough.



Olus failed. That made twice, once at the orpanage and another on a regular heist. He was losing his touch. Best to retire while he was ahead, and steal for his own good instead of a guild's.



Only problem with that was getting caught. He couldn't pay off guards, he was at risk of assassination, and other thieves would no longer respect his property. It was a dead end for him. A young girl screamed, and Olus hobbled his way around the corner.



There a young witch stood, frozen, in front of a Raised. "Oh, I don't get payed enough for this," Olus grumbled. He ran shoulder first into the Raised and thanked the gods above the apothecary had cured him of vampirism. The smell of the vampire bite should be enough to keep the Raised off him, but the cure should prevent him from turning.



The Raised stumbled back and groaned, confused. "Stab... neck... bandit."



Olus fumbled about and smashed his elbow into the Raised's head thrice before a guard pushed him off and ended the Raised's second life.



"You get in a lot of trouble, don't you fool? First a vampire, then a Raised? Really, stay in at night."



The guard sheathed his sword and walked off. Olus rubbed his neck and blushed before falling to the ground as the young girl tackled and hugged him.



"You saved me! Thank you!"


Chapter 3

Olus pushed the girl off of him and gasped. "N-not the time for that. W-we really should get indoors. You got a place you're living at?"



The girl nodded and picked up Olus by his hand, dragging him to his feet. Olus blinked in surprise, he was in no way lighter than the average man.



The girl dragged Olus into the nearest house, which was cluttered with arcane gems and scrolls and everything else a mage could ever need. There was a table, where the girl sat down and poured some, somehow, steaming hot tea for Olus.



"What's your name Mr. Savior?"



"Olus Upert. What about yourself?"



The girl shrugged and smiled. "I don't know. I've never needed a name."



"I'm... I'm sorry? What do you mean?"



The girl poured herself some tea and smiled sweetly, taking a sip without waiting for it to cool. Olus felt his mouth burn just looking at his tea, and he could see his was colder than the girl's.



"I never knew my parents and learned magic on the road. I used to be in this caravan with a bunch of foreigners, and I learned magic. They didn't know common all too well, but they called me 'The one with Magic.' If you want, you can call me that."



"That's... not much of a name, but okay, One-With-Magic."



One-With-Magic smiled and let a small flame flicker to life under her cup of tea. "Too cold."



Olus stared in shock and then glanced at his own tea, which was magically heating up. He sighed and downed the entire cup in one scalding, painful gulp. He gasped and attempted to catch his breath, clutching at his throat. "W-what was that?"



"Tea!"



Olus hung his head back and closed his eyes, panting. "O-okay... okay. Well, Ms. One-With-Magic, what do you do? A house this close to the capitol building must have been expensive."



"Oh, it was free."



"Free?"



"Yep! Free. I research monsters, you see? The king loves monster researchers. I found out things about trolls you couldn't have imagined! Did you know that troll's blood makes for excellent tea that warms up when other teas get colder?"



Olus coughed and leaned over, clutching his stomach. "D-don't tell me..."



"Or that it could be used to cure diseases coming from wolf bites? It's really useful, troll's blood."



Olus collected himself and groaned as quietly as possible. "I-I see. So you research trolls?"



One-With-Magic shook her head and huffed. "I said monsters. Not just trolls! I was trying to research Raised, but... they're just so scary!"



"And trolls aren't?"



"Not when they've just eaten. They're very nice if they've eaten."



Olus stared at the girl in shock. "T-they need to eat four full grown men to not be hungry."



One-With-Magic cocked her head and looked at Olus innocently. Olus shut his mouth and didn't say what he really wanted. "So, if you're not going to research Raised, then what?"



"Oh, I heard of a cure for starving vampires, so I'm going to look into that!"



Olus froze. "Vampires? Vampires are the most dangerous monster! Aside from feral werewolves, of course."



One-With-Magic dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. "Werewolves aren't interesting. They're just big, wet dogs and smell worse. Vampires, though, vampires are the best! They've got fangs!"



"S-same with werewolves..?"



"BIG SMELLY WET DOG. VAMPIRES!"



Olus blinked in surprise and nodded, rubbing his neck. "I saw a vampire earlier today."



One-With-Magic froze and leaned in. "Ohhh? What were they like? Did they taste funny?"



"I-I didn't bite him! He was a vampire! Why would I want to be close!?" Olus gulped and instinctively reached towards his neck. He could still feel the bite marks, faintly. There were two, four total marks from fangs, a short distance apart, as if the vampire missed the first time and had to try again.



"Oooh, did Mr. Vampire bite you? That's awesome! Did you get cured?"



"Yes, and yes."



"Awww, I would have loved a pet vampire."



Olus blinked and glared at One-With-Magic. "Pet?"



"Yep! I would love a pet vampire. That would be great! I'd feed him and keep him in the dark, and be the best owner ever!"



"I-I think the vampire would disagree."



One-With-Magic shrugged and giggled. "If I was there while they turned, then that would be perfect! Maybe you could go get bitten again and be my pet vampire?"



Olus coughed into his arm and looked at her dubiously. "You know what? If I ever become a vampire, sure. I'll be your vampire pet."



One-With-Magic began jumping up and down and clapped. "Yay! I hope you get bitten!"



Olus yawned and fell onto the table face first. "W-what?"



One-With-Magic produced a journal from somewhere and began writing on it. "Troll's blood, very good anesthetic..."



Everything went black and Olus shuddered, mouth opening and then not closing. "Paralysis indeed! This is perfect! Tell me, are you also blind?"



"Uhhhh!"



"I'm going to take that as a yes! See you in the morning!"



"UHHH!"



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"Everything is so painful," Olus mumbled to himself as he sat up. His neck ached, his stomach felt like it was about to burst, and he couldn't quite move his left foot.



"Feeling alright?" One-With-Magic asked loudly, right behind him. She was holding her notes and had a quill, ready to write on them.



"No, I'm not. Gods above... what did you do?"



"That's what I'm trying to figure out! Troll's blood is so interesting. I'm going to have to keep you here with me for a while though."



Olus raised an eyebrow and shuddered. "Well, I'm not staying here in Acksiin. I failed my job and-"



"Speaking of, what were you that makes you need to run? Ooh! I know! You were the Prince! I recognize the ring."



"I'm, no! No, I was a thief."



"OOH! YAY!" One-With-Magic screamed, hugging Olus. "Now I can finally get what I need! Can you go steal me a heart of a summoned demon? If you do I'll let you go, and I'll even come with!"



Olus perked up and stretched. "Fine. Once this stupid troll's blood wears off."



"Good! So the demon heart is small and green, and it's in the capitol building in the most guarded room."



Olus sighed and hung his head. "Oh, of course it's there. Anything else I should know?"



"I'm coming with!"



"By the gods, we're doomed. Fine, we leave at sundown."



"Yay!"



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"Why are we even here, Shrip? You said your cousin would hook us up with a good job! There are trolls out there starving, hunting families! Imagine what those lonely women farmers are going through! But no, we're here, in front of a locked door in the middle of the King's Palace."



"You know this ain't the King's Palace."



"Ya know what I mean, Shrip! King's place in Acksiin, King's Palace. It may not be his home, but when he visits he's here!"



"Yeah, yeah, but the King hasn't been here in decades."



Shrip shrugged and adjusted his sword. "Still 'is Palace."



"EEEP!" One-With-Magic screeched, balking. "That sword looks sharp! Get me away! HEEELLLPP!"



Olus sighed and rushed forward, invisible, and tackled Shrip. He gasped, and Shrip's partner set down his sword and raised his hands. "Go, 'head. I'm not gettin' paid enough for this."



One-With-Magic shuddered and scooted past, cautiously. "Sharp things are scary."



"Seriously, girl? How are... why are you in this line of work?"



Olus walked over to the door and tried opening it, finding a lock. He put his ring on the wrong way and looked at the lock. "Really? What did you call this place, King's Palace? This lock is child's play."



He produced a lockpick out of one of his pockets, slipping it into the lock and turned it. The lock clicked and the door opened. "Really, Syef's beggars had better locks protecting their useless things than this."



A loud rumbling came from within and the guards ran. "Oh, that's why the lock was so easy..."



A giant... creature stood within. It had magical chains to the opposite wall, and in between the chains was a pedestal on which the demon's heart sat. The creature was at least as tall as a small building, with thick fur covering everything from the head down. It’s arms looked like giant blades, and it was razor sharp where humans would have things like shoulders and knees. It roared, opening its maw and letting loose a visible gust of wind.



"HE'S SO CUTEEEE!" One-With-Magic screamed, rushing at him.



"One-With-Magic, no! Stop!" Olus cried, reaching towards her. One-With-Magic ran, arms out, towards the creature. The creature took one look at her and swung at her, throwing her against the wall. One-With-Magic screamed, clutching her side as she slid down the wall.



"T-that hurt! You... you meanie!" She bellowed, standing up.



"Just run!" Olus yelled, narrowly dodging a swipe from the creature.



"YOU MEANIE!" One-With-Magic screamed, wings of flame erupting behind her. She lifted a hand and a tendril of pure flame shot out towards the creature, breaking its chains. "TO OBLIVION WITH YOU, YOU MEAN THING!"



A wave of fire washed over the creature, and Olus looked at One-With-Magic. One-With-Magic, however, was surrounded by flames and Olus couldn't see her. He heard an inhuman screech coming from One-With-Magic, and a phoenix flew towards the creature and began attacking. Olus backed into the wall in shock.



The creature knelt down, and One-With-Magic rushed at it. It's arm began to melt off, and Olus started to hyperventilate.



"FACE THE FIRES OF DOOOOOOOM!" One-With-Magic screeched, punching through the creature. Blue and white flames erupted from its skull, spreading throughout it's body but being constrained to it's form.



Fire began to rain down from above, honing in and slamming into the downed creature. "ETERNITY AWAITS YOUR PUNY FORM!"



One-With-Magic screamed something incomprehensible and the fires all centered into the creature, until it exploded. A ghostly, pale, translucent, glowing image of the creature rose before fires dragged it towards One-With-Magic, who conjured even more fire and destroyed the floating image.



The fires instantly disappeared, and One-With-Magic rested her hands on her knees, hunched over, panting. She stood up and skipped over to the demon's heart, squealing happily.



"Yay, it's finally mine!"


Chapter 4

Olus stared at One-With-Magic in shock. "Wha... what in the realm of death was that? How did you... why did you... what?"



One-With-Magic cocked her head and looked at him innocently. "What? I just made the meanie not mean."



"Where... where did you learn that all?"



"The elves."



Olus collapsed into the corner, leaning against it and resting his head where the walls met. "The elves. You want me to believe that you're, what-"



"I'm thirteen hundred years old."



Olus choked back a response, and One-With-Magic started to look exceedingly sad. "I was in the caravan, the one everyone wanted to be in all those years ago, travelling between Lordgleic and the neighboring kingdoms, back before the great war destroyed them all. Bandits attacked the caravan, though.



"It was a massacre. We weren't armed, and none of us could do anything. The only reason I'm still alive was because of an elf. She was my only friend for a long time. She helped teach me magic! She always called me her little feerbshord, her little flame. I miss her. She died with all the other elves."



Olus shook his head and stood up. "I.... really? Who are you, girl?"



"I already told you, silly! I'm just... me. You wanted to leave? To where?"



Olus sighed and exited the room, beckoning for One-With-Magic to follow. "Where? I'm not sure yet. I'm losing my thieving touch, though, so I can't stay. Can't face the humiliation of another failed job." Olus opened his mouth once more, debating asking more questions about One-With-Magic's past, but a glance backwards revealed she was nearly in tears, looking down at the ground.



"A-another?"



"I was bitten by that vampire. The first time though... you know orphanages? Well, I was supposed to steal something, but, well, a witch came into her powers and saw me."



One-With-Magic giggled, her mood changing instantly, and put the demon heart into her pocket. "Are you sure that's safe to do?" Olus asked.



"Of course! It's only dangerous when I'm done with it."



Olus opened his mouth, but shut it again. He seemed to do that a lot with her. Olus cautiously eyed One-With-Magic. She was just full of mysteries.



They exited the capitol building and ran as fast as they could away from the city before One-With-Magic cried out and collapsed, hugging her knees and sobbing. "M-my notes! I can't leave them!"



Olus sighed, turning around and heading straight back. Thirty minutes later, Olus came back to see One-With-Magic in the same position, still crying. He handed her the notes, and she immediately perked up. Olus blinked in surprise. "Seriously, did you botch a magical experiment? Your mood changes so quickly, and you look so young."



One-With-Magic looked at him innocently and Olus closed his eyes. He knew already that if he started an argument with her, he would lose. "My elf friend helped with that. She said it would save me when she was... when she was gone."



Olus opened his eyes to see that One-With-Magic was nearly in tears again. He sighed and reached out to hug her. "Let's get going. Do you know how to hunt, or what plants you can eat? I've got some idea, but we'll be eating the same thing over and over again if you don't know any."



One-With-Magic nodded sadly, her eyes glazed over. She looked lost in memories, and Olus became silent, leading them into the wild.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"So, this vampire cure."



One-With-Magic looked up at Olus, holding her stomach weakly as she trudged behind. "I-I'll explain more if you get me food. I'm starving."



Olus nodded and crouched down, motioning for One-With-Magic to do the same. He closed his eyes and focused on sounds. Off in the distance, a deer was grazing-



He should not be able to hear that. He shot up and nodded to One-With-Magic, playing it off. She probably did it with troll's blood or some such. No need to pay it mind, right?



He moved as quietly as possible away, fingering the ring on his hand. A sharp pain came from his neck, and he reached a hand to it but felt nothing. No scar from the vampire attack, which was good.



Olus froze as he saw the deer and mentally groaned. He didn't have a weapon on him, other than his ever-present knife. He drew it, sighing. It would be hard to take it down. He slowly approached, yet the deer didn't appear to hear him. He was in striking range and lunged, catching the deer by surprise and drawing blood. But he missed any vital part of the deer, and it ran off, leaving a small trail of blood.



"Curses," he muttered, following as silently and quickly as possible. The deer laid down to rest and Olus leaped at it. The deer bolted and Olus groaned, collapsing. He was a terrible hunter.



On the way back, at least, he found a few edible plants and grabbed them. One-With-Magic would have something to eat at least. He returned to where she was, and was amazed to find a completely cooked deer waiting for him. "What took you so long?"



Olus stood, flabbergasted. "How did you...?"



"Fire."



Olus sat down and blinked rapidly, shaking his head. "I don't think I'm going to get used to that. I brought some plants you can eat."



"Yay! Salad!"



Olus grinned slightly and gave her the plants, which she promptly spread all around the chunk of cooked meat she was holding. Olus raised an eyebrow, but didn't say anything. She ate quickly and Olus looked away, eating a few bites himself.



"So, you were wondering about the cure?"



"Yes, I was," Olus said, humming. "It might change people's opinions on those monsters if you find a way to cure them. Also, I don't like them. At all."



One-With-Magic laughed aloud, nearly dropping what was left of the meat she was eating. "Why not? They're the greatest!"



"How are they the greatest?" Olus asked, shaking his head. 



"They are champions of the night! Rulers of the undead! They have powers they tell none of!"



"What?" Olus asked.



"Oh, yes, I've come across them before. Vampires have always been so interesting! Some are more powerful than others, and they have great powers! It's amazing!"



Olus scratched at his neck, grimacing. "You alright there Mr. Thief?"



"Name's Olus, I told you this. And yeah, I'm fine. Just itchy, that's all."



One-With-Magic grinned and clapped. "Oh, I have something for that!" she said, producing a vial from somewhere. Olus looked at it and took it from her, opening it up. "Drink it, it'll help."



Olus closed his eyes and drank it all. It was warm, very much so, and Olus.... didn't mind the taste. It was nice.



"Troll's blood, test two. Tell me, how are you feeling? This is a slightly different sample. Tell me if you lose feeling in your left half."



"Gods damn you."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Olus gasped, waking up rapidly. One-With-Magic was watching him intently, and he winced. Something felt off, and he felt weaker than normal. "Something's wrong, maybe you shouldn't have so much troll's blood. Either way, your sacrifice has been very helpful! Too much... troll's blood... bad," One-With-Magic said, writing down something in her notes.



"Something's... wrong? What's wrong?" Olus slurred, rubbing his head. "Ugh, I feel like I was mauled."



One-With-Magic giggled and went back to writing. "You look different. Your skin is more fair, like mine, and your hair is longer! It looks cute."



"Cute? Excuse me?"



One-With-Magic grinned and her innocent face seemed to change. Her eyes seemed to go from innocent to wise, experienced, and knowing. "I can call you cute. I am much, much older than you, you know. I could be your grandmother's grandmother's grandmother, and you wouldn't know a thing!"



Olus looked surprised, making a choking sound and collapsing onto his back. He noticed that the clouds were sparse, and there was no sun in the sky quite yet. Olus figured it must still be rising. The trees weren't all that tall, but they were plentiful and shaded the entire region. Oddly, they had no leaves, just needle-like things that looked rather painful when compared to leaves.



"You're right," Olus conceded. "If you're as old as you say you are, and your fire makes it seem like you are, I don't know a thing about you. But you look like you could be my daughter."



One-With-Magic laughed. "Daughter of a thief. You're funny."



Olus rolled his eyes and sat up. "Done poisoning me with troll's blood, now?"



"Nope."



"Gods help me."



One-With-Magic laughed and motioned towards the deer from the night before. Olus crawled over, not feeling like getting up, and began to eat. "How did you get this deer anyhow? I should have heard it."



"It wasn't moving."



"Ah, makes sense. But still."



"Deer don't like fire," One-With-Magic said, shrugging.



"That... doesn't explain anything."



"Quiet child."



"Child!?" Olus said, dropping his meat. One-With-Magic smiled and that knowing look appeared in her eyes. Olus hung his head and looked at the meat, kicking it slightly with his wearing out shoes. "I'm never going to get used to you, you know. Never."



One-With-Magic laughed and smiled. "Here, have a drink."



"No."


Chapter 5

Olus trudged along, One-With-Magic skipping ahead and humming happily to herself, as they both walked through the forest. There were signs of humans travelling, of a caravan passing through, probably heading towards Acksiin. Olus sighed and shook his head, glad he missed it.



"Ooh! Over there, look! Wheat! Go steal us some," One-With-Magic demanded, nodding and crossing her arms, her eyes closing. "Go, I shall await your return."



"I'm sorry, what? Wheat? What are we going to do with wheat!?"



"Sell it for gold! Everyone loves wheat."



Olus ran to catch up with One-With-Magic and indeed saw a large field cultivated and wheat, ready for harvesting, was all over. "And this doesn't seem like a bad idea to you?" Olus asked, warily.



"Of course not!"



Olus chuckled and shook his head. "Okay, first, how are we going to carry it? Our pockets? It's wheat, we can't eat it until it's made into something else. Second, we don't know how long we'll be travelling before we see someone else! It could be destroyed by the time we could sell it. Third, I refuse to trust that there's just a giant wheat farm in the middle of the forest. Unless they're making alcohol, it's just an illusion. And I don't see anything that could be a brewery, do you?"



One-With-Magic glared at Olus, and he glared back. She sighed, conceding. "Fine. But next time we see wheat, we're totally stealing it."



Olus opened his mouth to retort but shut it again. "Is there any arguing with you? I feel like I didn't win this one, just delayed it for the next time we pass any farm at all."



One-With-Magic smirked and began to walk ahead. "Nope!" she chirped, looking at the sight and humming, her head tilting as she did.



Olus sighed and walked forward to catch up. Right as he did, an arrow pierced his leg and he screamed. He fell forward and looked up to make sure One-With-Magic was safe, but she was nowhere to be found.



"Ha, what a fool we caught! Travelling alone and arguing with 'imself! 'Ey, cap'in, I think we gots ourselves a mad one! 'E may not be good to eat."



Olus looked around, concerned. "No, no no. I'm not alone. I'm with.... where is she?"



A man in armor approached, clanking along and limping. Olus bit his lip and ignored the pain, standing.



"Mad? This fool's got fight in him! You could be useful... you a warrior from Acksiin?"



Olus sneered and thought about his answer. If he said yes, he'd become a bandit for life. If he said no, he could lie about his profession. If he tried to run, he wouldn't get far on his wounded leg before the arrows inevitably aimed at him were loosed, or the captain ran his greatsword through his chest. Which left him the options of telling the truth, or hoping One-With-Magic was real and just went to hide, as he didn’t feel like lying.



"No, a thief. From Syef."



The captain chuckled and smiled. "Thief, eh? Prove it."



The ring! Olus fiddled with it and glanced down at his leg. "How? You're all expecting me, and I'm wounded. I work best in cities."



The captain leaned in towards him and grinned. "Then why are you out here? Did the gods abandon you?"



Olus bit back a response as his leg flared in pain. He debated headbutting the captain, but the iron helmet he wore looked painful. He slipped his ring off and put it on the correct way, falling backwards. As he expected, three arrows were loosed to where he was standing, and bounced off the captain's armor.



Olus rolled out of the way as the captain slashed madly, the other bandits going on alert. The captain laughed and sheathed his sword, nodding. "Oh, a thief you were! Not fighting, but running and hiding, I see... indeed, you could be useful. Whaddaya say, thief? Join us, you'll make us all rich! We'll protect ya better than a guild, and we'll save yer hide when you need it!"



"Like now?" One-With-Magic asked, appearing behind the captain. He spun around and laughed, his arm letting go of the sword he instinctively reached for.



"Oh, look, thief's gotta daughter!" The captain roared with renewed laughter and the bandits followed his lead. "Tell ya what, sweet thing, you can be my obedient wife if yer father joins, or my slave if he doesn't."



One-With-Magic cocked her head, appearing to think about it, and smiled. Her eyes twinkled with decades upon decades of experience, and Olus got up, ignored the pain in his leg, and ran as fast as he could the opposite way.



"No thank you," she said, wings of fire appearing behind her. "I think you'll look good charred and roasted though!"



The bandits screamed and scrambled away, even as their captain was engulfed in magical fire. One-With-Magic didn't keep up with the theatrics, letting her wings stay but all her other fire disappear. The wings shrank down to a small size, barely as long as her arms were from the massive size they were before. They couldn't have fit inside an average building before she shrank them.



"Run, my pretties, and leave my friend alone!"



The bandits obeyed, not bothering to look back at the obviously dangerous witch. Magic was both feared and respected by most, and a simple trick could get a mage into high places. One of the past kings found out the hard way (by which Olus meant his head was impaled on a spike) that his personal mage was one such magician, who only knew how to wave around smoke.



Olus slipped his ring off and put it on the wrong way, panting and wincing. His leg stung horribly, and he looked at One-With-Magic with a mix of admiration and primal fear in his eyes. She looked horrifying with fiery wings.



"Oh, there you are! Good, I didn't burn you. I've got so many things to test on you! But that wound looks bad, drink this!" she said, producing a cup. Olus blinked and looked around, seeing that the large wheat farm was indeed an illusion to mask the bandits. But if they were scared of a magician, one of them must have been a super weak one, or they had purchased an enchantment.



"Fine," Olus said, the pain getting the better of him. He drank the contents and shuddered. "That... didn't taste as bad as I thought it would. Where did you even get a cup? We didn't have one with us!"



One-With-Magic smiled, producing her notes and writing something on them. Olus sighed and felt his leg tingle as the wound healed itself. "You know the art of potions?"



"Not really," One-With-Magic replied, shrugging. "Not outside monster ingredients."



Olus sighed and looked at her quizzically. "Wait, where did you get these ingredients? We still didn't bring any."



"I found a troll last night while you were asleep and killed him, then harvested his blood and a few other things. I have to keep my tests going!"



Olus blanched and shuddered again. "I'm glad I was asleep. Sneaking past trolls is not fun, take it from someone who passed the Syeffian Run."



One-With-Magic giggled and held out her hand. "I will. Now come! We've got a ways to go, and so many things to test!"



"Must we, though? I mean, I don't want to keep drinking troll's blood just to find out it kills me slowly and painfully."



One-With-Magic huffed. "Of course you do!" She began humming, tilting her head, and skipping ahead again, and Olus walked a ways behind her more cautiously. The bandits just reinforced his sense of innate wrongness. Something was off, very, very off, and he just couldn't put his finger on it.



Olus followed One-With-Magic and kept an eye to the shadows. While One-With-Magic could defend herself, Olus did not trust in his combat ability, and didn't want to continue relying on One-With-Magic.



Of course, he couldn't just get better overnight. And One-With-Magic didn't seem the type to be good at hand-to-hand combat, or even one who knows how to properly hold a sword, much less swing it with lethal efficiency. Olus sighed and resigned himself to reliance on his stealth to avoid dangerous situations, knowing One-With-Magic could fend for herself. The deer she roasted proved she could even hunt if she was really hungry.



Olus sighed after two hours of walking, running and huffing to catch up with One-With-Magic. She was still humming one of her songs, and Olus glanced at her. Her brown hair was flying all over the place as she skipped, and her blue eyes darted from Olus to the trees in front of him. Olus took the time to study her, and he grinned slightly. She was short, and she did look like a teenager. Her face still looked innocent, as did her non-threatening appearance. If she donned armor, she would look wrong fundamentally; she did not have the warrior look.



"Whatcha looking at?" One-With-Magic asked.



"I haven't actually looked at you too hard since the Raised. Now it's light, and I can, so I was."



Olus shrugged and One-With-Magic smirked. "Don't get your hopes up, you're out of my league."



"What?"



One-With-Magic laughed and flipped her hair behind her. "You're cute," she said with a wink, skipping ahead.


Chapter 6

It was nighttime, and Olus sighed. "Oh, I'm glad to rest," Olus said, "That healing took a lot out of me, and then we walked all this way. Thanks for the light, by the way," Olus said, motioning at the fiery wings One-With-Magic still hadn't put away completely.



"What? Oh, those are still out!" she said, blushing. The fires went away and everything got so much darker that Olus couldn't see.



"I've never seen a magician with so much magic! And you're not even sweating!" Olus mentioned after a moment of thinking.



"I... the elves were always so nice to me. They taught me so much, like how to enhance magic, and live forever... it's made things so lonely. For the longest time I only spoke their language. If you were to look at my notes, they're not in common. Ween eis, cleek porhous stoo lckuny rewb yutbul Thimfrum. Even now, I have to stop myself from speaking Elvish. Common, Human Common, was hard to learn.



"I spent some time amongst the demons. They were cruel, but always respected me. Because of the fire and everything. They were the ones who showed me secrets of magic even the elves didn't know. Black magic."



Olus' eyes widened and One-With-Magic sighed forlornly. "They sacrificed themselves for me. Called me their savior. There I found out a little tibdit that was important. Humans cannot live forever. They simply can't. Elves can, demons can, monsters can, but there is a reason we're called the mortal races.



"But there are ways around it. Weak vampires are mostly humans, werewolves count as monsters, and demon hearts... demon hearts strengthen magic. They let me cast certain spells, like summoning a phoenix. In addition, the fire sustains me."



"S-sustains you? How?"



One-With-Magic sighs and blushes. "Every few hundred years I need one of these," she said, pulling out the green heart. "I have to go to a demon holy place and consume it."



Olus eyed the demon heart with disgust. "That... that looks like stone."



"It is. Consuming it is painful, but it keeps me alive. I... I have things I need to do. For her. For the elves."



Olus nodded. "I won't pry. But I do have to ask, did you ever learn swordplay?"



One-With-Magic shook her head, smiling ever so slightly. "They tried to teach me, but I was never able to do it. Who needs a sword when my fires burn even demons?"



"True."



One-With-Magic didn't look innocent. In fact, she looked tired, and not just like she needed sleep. Olus didn't question her further, sighing and standing once more. "I'll go hunt, if you're nearly as hungry as you are tired we won't make it through the night without food."



One-With-Magic nodded and Olus set off. His step was naturally light as a thief, but he still swore something felt off. His steps felt lighter than before, and he could have sworn his feet were bigger the night before.



There were no animals in range of his hearing, nor any tracks he could distinguish from the inky blackness that the forest produced. The trees were so thick that in places he could not advance forward, and very little moonlight made it through to guide him back.



He did manage to almost crush a handful of edible plants as he stumbled, though, and harvested them. Smiling and chuckling, he brought them back to One-With-Magic and gave them to her. She had mysteriously procured two wine glasses that were, predictably, filled with wine.



"No animals tonight, I blame the wings you had out. But I found a few plants you can eat."



"What about you?" One-With-Magic asked, looking at him. She looked concerned, but like she was trying to hide it. Olus smiled.



"Won't be my first night without food. The pay of a thief is not reliable for that kind of thing."



One-With-Magic sighed and nodded, eating some of the plants. There were a few ground-growing berries, leaves commonly used in salads, and even a single fruit within her handful of plants.



Olus picked up the wine glass and took a deep gulp, sighing in satisfaction. "Oh, I needed... needed..."



Olus collapsed as everything got even darker.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Olus shot up, fists raised. He took a moment to look around and saw he was in his own house. "What the..?"



He opened the door and walked outside, seeing he was in Syef. Everyone was poor and oppressed, yet this was the second hardest place to be a thief due to the absolutely huge number of skilled locksmiths that lived within the city. The hardest place to be a thief, of course, was Fjot, the capital of the kingdom Fjot. In Fjot the walls had eyes and thieves were executed if they stole so much as a rock from the ground.



Everyone hailed him as he walked past, which was unusual. He made sure to remain anonymous, and had a little journal filled with names he gave out to people. Olus had taught himself how to read and write during his free time.



The King walked out and knelt before Olus, and he narrowed his eyes. What was going on? Shouldn't he be... in... Acksiin? No, that didn't seem right... Acksiin reminded him too much of troll's blood.



Troll's blood! Of course! Where would One-With-Magic even get the wine, they were in the middle of the forest! Olus smacked himself on the hand and closed his eyes, lying down. He wished he had thought of that before he stupidly drank from the cup.



"Awww, you broke the vision!" One-With-Magic said, somehow managing to audibly pout. Olus opened his eyes and immediately closed them; the sun was directly overhead.



"W-what?" Olus stammered.



"I gave you a new mix of troll's blood and certain mushrooms that grow in the darkest, most wet caves. They were supposed to give you visions until you realize that you're having them. You spent so many hours asleep!"



Olus groaned and rolled over before he realized he couldn't move his legs at all. He winced as he realized it, for his chest also hurt rubbing against the ground. "And those are the side effects! How interesting!"



After a few moments of actively trying to remove the paralysis on his legs, he managed to regain feeling and stood up. One-With-Magic giggled at him and looked him over. "You look different again."



Olus narrowed his eyes. "Different how?"



"I dunno. More like a maiden, I suppose."



Olus opened his mouth in shock and One-With-Magic smiled to herself. "If your troll's blood did this, I will personally strangle you."



One-With-Magic shook her head. "No, I don't think it was the troll's blood," she said mysteriously. She turned around and took off in the direction they were heading yesterday. Olus sighed, following reluctantly.



The forest grew even thicker, and Olus could feel a tingling whenever he hit a patch of trees that was less dense than the surrounding patches. It was almost like an invisible form of magic bonded the trees together.



After a little bit, they arrived at a clearing. Olus gaped, there was a single altar in the very center and a large, spiky, pitch-black demon with red eyes glaring at both of them. It looked like a werewolf, but instead of fur it had spikes sharper than a noble's unused sword.



"Eesskk feeessshhk," it hissed.



"Uesssk Tresk," One-With-Magic replied, her wings flaring out and retracting. The demon instantly knelt and moved, allowing One-With-Magic to access the altar.



"Wait, is this a holy place?" Olus asked, eyes widening. One-With-Magic nodded, and Olus nearly let out a scream. One of the demon's gods were watching them. Demon gods were not known for their love of humans.



One-With-Magic climbed up, onto the altar and stood, arms spread. "Uesskreeesk! Yurrresk! Geeeesk yourtesssk hesk feeek!" she screamed, arms trembling. Her eyes closed, and when she opened them they were pure red. When she spoke, it was in an incredibly deep voice. Olus covered his ears, as the sound was far too loud for any mortal to produce, and the words he could hear no mortal could pronounce.



He was viewing One-With-Magic being possessed by a demon god.



Before he knew it, One-With-Magic closed her eyes and opened them up. He found they were their regular blue. She bowed her head, pulling out the heart and raising it. He could see the rate in which she was breathing increase as she opened her mouth and closed her eyes. She dropped the heart into her mouth and tensed up.



She looked as if she was choking, yet some invisible force kept Olus from moving. He couldn't even move his head to look at the demon witnessing this horrific act of murder it's god was committing. On a young girl no less! Well, not young, young-looking.



One-With-Magic then swallowed, gasping for air and collapsing to her knees. Her face was pained, and understandably so; Olus could see the heart making it's way down her throat slowly. One-With-Magic placed her hands on her throat and gently drew them downwards, the heart going with them. She drew them down her chest and relaxed them at her stomach, sighing and shivering.



Green tendrils of light erupted from her and magic whipped past Olus and into One-With-Magic as her eyes turned a solid green. The demon was pushed closer to One-With-Magic, within Olus' range of vision, and collapsed as something yellow came from him and was absorbed into One-With-Magic with the rest of the magic. She let out an ear-piercing scream that cut through the forest, magically amplified. The trees around them all burst into flames, yet it appeared that they weren't burning. One-With-Magic's eyes rolled into the back of her head and she collapsed, the fires and sounds dissolving into silence. Olus found he could finally move and rushed over to her.



The first thing he did was check her pulse. It was slightly faster than his own, but constant. He put a hand on her chest, above her breasts, and felt that she was still breathing. He sighed in relief and hobbled over to a tree to lean against. He didn't trust the altar.



Why was he relieved, he wondered. He told himself it was due to him not knowing the way out, and thus needing her, or that the demons would brutally murder him and eat his body without her protection. Yes, it must be one of those, he thought, since he didn't care for One-With-Magic all that much. Olus let his eyes close and his breathing slow. While they didn't walk far, it had been an exhausting day nonetheless. He felt like he was out of energy anyhow.


Chapter 7

Olus awoke during the night extremely thirsty, and very hungry for that matter. One-With-Magic was still in the same position that she had collapsed in, and Olus took the opportunity to look around. A pouch he hadn't noticed during the day had fallen off of her person at some point, and he picked it up, opening it. He could smell the damned troll's blood, but he was so thirsty that he couldn't care. He drank it, all of it, and One-With-Magic giggled.



He spun around as she sat up, smiling. She motioned for her pouch back, and Olus gave it to her. "Before you start, I didn't have anything at all to eat yesterday, and just that glass of troll's blood you gave me-"



"Oh, no, that's not why I was giggling. It just seems I was right!"



"About what?" Olus asked, eyes narrowing.



"Oh, you haven't noticed? Come here," she said, patting the ground beside her. "Sit next to your Mistress, my pet."



Olus looked at her incredulously. "Pet!?"



One-With-Magic blinked innocently. "What? You said that if you ever became a vampire-"



"I'm not a vampire!"



"Those fangs and that craving for blood say otherwise."



Olus froze and opened his mouth, running his hand along his teeth. Indeed, he felt two small points, small... fangs.



"No, no no no no no! I-I can't be... I can't be..."



He felt One-With-Magic hug him from behind, then felt her relaxing into the embrace. "It's okay... I don't really want a pet anyways..."



Olus steeled himself and spun around towards One-With-Magic. "Good thing you slept all day, we're travelling by night from now on. And now we know where we're going next: We're going to find that cure for vampirism."



One-With-Magic's eyes widened and he thought he could see a few tears welling up in them. "What? No! No, vampires are great! And now you can live forever. Like me," she whispered, staring at him. "I don't want to be alone anymore."



Olus opened his mouth and One-With-Magic touched one of his growing fangs. Olus kept his mouth open, surprised and a bit taken aback. "We can go look for the cure, but I don't want you to take it if we find it. Not yet. I've never had a vampire friend..."



Olus closed his eyes and sighed, collapsing to the ground in a heap. His head, thankfully, hit a patch of leaves and didn’t get hurt. One-With-Magic sat next to him, and he sighed once more. "But... I don't want to be a vampire. I don't want to have to sleep during the day and be awake at night, I don't want to-"



"Do what you've been doing? You're a thief. You've been a thief! You already live in the shadows and avoid people. What's wrong with a little more power?"



Olus shook his head. "I won't be consumed by this power. I will not turn out like... like... other vampires."



"And I'll help you, make sure you keep your mind. Trust me, this will be fun!"



Olus glared at One-With-Magic and shook his head. "No, just for you... you're not turning into a vampire."



Her eyes widened and she jumped up and down. "But now I can! I don't need to take any more hearts if you infect me!"



"I... what?"



"Not now, of course, but later! When you're a full vampire! Ooh, that'll be so much fun! We can be vampire friends!"



Olus picked himself up and shook his head. "Vampires are not... not like that. If you studied them, you'd know. Vampires are evil, bloodsucking demons who will destroy towns for the blood inside."



One-With-Magic rolled her eyes, saying "Only starving ones! Most vampires aren't like that! Well, I mean, as long as they don't get addicted to blood like most vampires. But if you keep drinking troll's blood you should be fine!"



Olus groaned and looked around. The demon was beginning to smell and One-With-Magic was humming again. "Where do we go first?" Olus asked, resigning himself to the horrible fate of vampirism.



"We gotta go meet a friend of mine out left."



"Left?"



"Yep! Left," One-With-Magic said, turning left and walking forward. Her humming got louder, and she began navigating through the forest. Olus didn't quite trust the directions, but went with it anyways.



"A friend? But, didn't you say-"



"Well, not exactly friend," she interrupted, "But a rival. He'll be amazed to see me alive, he tried to kill me last time we met."



Olus froze and a branch One-With-Magic had pushed out of her way snapped back and hit Olus in the face. He swore, rubbing his nose and continuing. "Kill you?" he said while holding his nose, distorting his voice. She responded with more humming.



"I can't see anything," Olus said after an hour of struggling to follow One-With-Magic. "How can you?"



One-With-Magic turned around and looked at Olus curiously. "Because it's not dark."



Olus looked around in surprise. "Not dark? What do you mean not dark, I can barely see you!"



"Psh, I've been in darker places."



"I have too, it's still dark!"



"OOH! TROLL!" One-With-Magic screamed, rushing forward. Olus heard the howl of a starving troll and groaned.



"Please don't say she's near it, please don't say she's near it..."



Olus closed his eyes and held his breath right before he heard One-With-Magic thrown back into a tree. He groaned and rushed forward towards her.



He picked her up off the ground and she coughed up blood. "One-With-Magic, what are you doing!? Are you insane!?"



One-With-Magic simply glared at the troll and let out her wings of fire. The troll froze and slowly started backing away, whimpering weakly. Olus had never seen a starving troll behave in any way other than aggressive, yet this one seemed... scared.



"You, troll, you're mine," One-With-Magic said, standing and clutching her bleeding side. Olus looked between her and the troll. The troll was whimpering still, and backing away as slowly as it could.



The troll was large and smelled worse than the decaying demon, but it was also fierce and one of the most lethal hunters in Hrelsin. "Seriously, who are you girl? You're scaring trolls!"



One-With-Magic glanced at Olus and giggled. "I've been around. People know my wings. Creatures know my wings too."



"You talk like I should know your wings," Olus mumbled.



"Nope! You're a thief, it's not your job to know what's dangerous. That's for kings!"



One-With-Magic turned back towards the troll and smiled sweetly. "I'll be taking some of your blood, troll, and perhaps a claw or two. Does that sound alright?"



The troll, seeming to understand, crawled over to her feet and lay still. Olus stared in horror at the extremely close, starving troll as One-With-Magic lit it’s arm on fire, violet flames spreading as it lifted. One-With-Magic set a bag down underneath the arm, and blood started dripping out and into it. Olus licked his lips in hunger and shook his head. He would not obey his new vampiric instincts.



The violet flames turned bright yellow, and a few claws dropped onto the ground. The troll made no sound, seeming to be unconscious from blood loss. One-With-Magic smiled and picked up the bag, sealing it and turning to leave. "We're done here! Come, my vampiric friend! To an old friend's house!"



Olus dumbly followed, shocked silent.



"Can you... can you tell me more about yourself?" Olus asked. One-With-Magic didn't look back, but nodded. Her wings were still extended, and Olus could finally see.



"I suppose, but only if you tell me about yourself too!" she said, giggling. "I've met a few kings over the ages. I'm in books as a myth, as a guardian of the forest. Nobody but you knows my name though. The life I live, for knowledge, for... personal reasons, is very lonely. But... but now I have you. I have you, and we can be together and learn and I can finally do it! I can do it... I can."



One-With-Magic stopped and turned around, tears in her eyes. She hugged Olus, who quickly moved his hands to her lower back to avoid the flames. "I can," she said, sobbing.



Olus patted her back as she relaxed into his embrace. "I don't know what you have to do, but I'll help. And if someone locks our way, I'll steal the key so that we may go forwards. I don't know you well, but I'll still encase the sun in shadow and let Seng rule Hrelsin so that you may accomplish your goals."



One-With-Magic sniffled and wiped a tear from her eye, smiling up at Olus. "T-thank you... I-I haven't had a friend like you in such a long time..."



She let go of Olus and walked forward, stopping at the trees. "Everything's changed again," she said. "I hope this is the last time."


Chapter 8

Trees trees and then a few trees. It was all Olus could see, and he was beginning to tire. One-With-Magic was nearly impossible to follow, sprinting around from tree to tree, her wings flaring out as she found something interesting and hid it in her seemingly endless bag.



"H-holy gods... how are you? Why are you?" Language wasn't exactly coming easily to him, at the moment. Exhaustion was claiming his voice, and the majority of his breath.



One-With-Magic suddenly sat and extinguished her wings, staring into the darkness. "No, I recognize this area. But that's not possible, is it? No..."



"What are you... what are you talking about?" Olus asked, panting and exposing his fangs to the air. Oddly enough, they were rather sensitive to the air. Or at least, growing that way. They somewhat felt like other teeth, but at times they were certainly noticeable. The sensation of a light breeze across his fangs sent shivers down his spine.



And the best part was that he only bit his tongue three times, and he didn't even crave blood after! That was a good sign. Vampirism was not going to claim him anytime soon. He hoped.



But now he was super, super thirsty. And he got the feeling water just wouldn't cut it. "So thirsty," he rasped.



One-With-Magic shoved over her bag and he pulled out a sealed flask, discovering the blood and drinking quickly and gratefully, making sure to leave half of it in case they didn't encounter any more trolls. If he was gonna be a vampire, he certainly wasn't going to drink human blood. That was cannibalism, and cannibalism was punishable by death. Usually by fire, not hanging, as fire was more painful and therefore more fun to watch.



Forcing his lips away from the blood, he handed the bag back. Or rather, he tried to. One-With-Magic was paying no attention to him, instead focusing on the slight clearing ahead of them. Everywhere he looked, there were trees, but the clearing ahead of them felt... different somehow. Ominous, like he shouldn't be there.



"Let's go."



"No!" Olus cried out, grabbing her arm. He coincidentally handed her the blood bag as well. "This doesn't feel right."



"Enchantment," she said simply, using his grab to drag him forward. "Powerful. They always were."



"What are you talking about?"



One-With-Magic ignored him, pulling him into the clearing. Olus shuddered, eyes fluttering. The darkness... shifted, for lack of a better term. It seemed to coalesce into recognizable shapes, as the trees seemed to sprout homes and magical lights.



"I don't believe it. A town still lives?"



Olus was undoubtedly confused. "Are you tired? You should be, after all that running. You must be seeing things, and-"



"Reqwyu uyt bpfet," One-With-Magic mumbled, the words blending together and sounding different than they probably should.



"Is that the Feerbshord?" a deep voice asked. Olus spun and his eyes widened as he saw an incredible sight.



A tall, thin, yet imposing man stood there, yet he was not there. Olus could see through the man, and indeed he flickered in and out, light coming from his chest. His face was angular and soft, bearing a smile that radiated kindness. "Did the Feerbshord bring a friend?"



One-With-Magic cupped a hand over her mouth, tears beginning to stream down her face. She shook her head in disbelief, and Olus backed away from the imposing ghost. The last thing he wanted was to anger the gods by disturbing the dead.



"Your spirit is trapped, brother," One-With-Magic said. "And you learned Common."



"You are not the first to have stumbled upon this clearing. Nor will you be the last."



Olus stayed silent, mentally pleading to One-With-Magic to leave and stay away from this cursed place. Anywhere where ghosts walked the land amongst the living was not a place for him.



"To see you here, so long after I first met you means the demons had something to show you, is that correct?" the man asked, smiling. "Or have you mastered the way of the elf?"



"No," One-With-Magic replied. "The elfin ways did not involve enough fire. The demons showed me a dark way to survive, but I may have just found a new one with my friend here. He was bitten by a vampire and given a false cure. Well, I assume it's a false cure, because he's certainly becoming a vampire. I'm gonna let him bite me!"



"You always were one for the dark or the occult. Then again, you are human."



"You say that like it's a bad thing. Brother... brother, the winds have changed, and on them carried a scent. An elvish scent. The princess has appeared."



The elf's eyes lit up and he glowed brighter, laughing. "Finally, something good!"



One-With-Magic shut her eyes and, when she opened them, her wings lit up behind her. "How many more souls are trapped?"



"The King and Queen's are, I know that much. I suspect many elven souls remain trapped, hidden throughout the world. But, if the princess has truly appeared, you must find her. If you do, you can get her to free us. Until then we are sealed to the mortal realm and doomed to serve her, not that any of us are complaining."



"I shall, brother. I shall. Be well and may the peace claim you."



"Eestyullyb."



One-With-Magic bowed and walked through the ancient city, at least Olus presumed that was what it was. One-With-Magic took care to not touch anything, and Olus mirrored her steps as only a practiced thief could.



It was dark in the city, but ghostly elves would appear at windows from within the trees that weren't there before, looking down.



"There are so many trapped," One-With-Magic said, sadness evident in her voice. "We need to free them. But... but we can't. Only the Princess can. And we don't know where she is. Maybe after we go look for a cure."



Olus was silent, as he felt like the elves were judging him. He stopped as One-With-Magic did, and she closed her eyes. "I'm going to sleep here. I want one last rest with my brethren."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Olus woke to an intense pain, all over his body. It was worst around his face, though, and he couldn't stand it. He screamed, clutching his exposed skin and rolling into a tree. Thankfully, the pain stopped. One-With-Magic stood up quickly, unfocused eyes darting around.



Olus' eyes, however, landed on the spot where he was sleeping, and where a thin beam of sun now lay. Olus backed into the tree trunk, holding his mouth and gasping, tears in his eyes, running down his cheek, where fragments of bone were exposed.



"Oh, interesting! So you're far enough along for the sun to burn your flesh, but not kill you! Well, kill you quickly."



Olus scowled and rubbed his bone, shuddering. "G-g-glad to h-h-h-hear you're enjoying t-t-this."



One-With-Magic smiled and touched Olus' skull, surrounding his face in flame. "Don't you dare move."



Olus bit back his scream by sending his fang directly into his tongue. The sharp pain distracted him from the ever-increasing dull, throbbing pain that was his flesh knitting back together. Not to mention the intense heat he was feeling.



"That fire is useful," Olus muttered, rubbing his healed, but raw feeling, jaw. "The sun hurts."



"But it doesn't seem to go through clothes, so we just need to find you a helmet or hood!"



"Great."



"Isn't it?"



Olus stood shakily, feeling extremely weak. One-With-Magic hummed happily, but stopped at the edge of town, thankfully a few steps away. "I... I don't want to leave. I like the elves. But... if... if I have to..."



Olus stayed silent as One-With-Magic took a tentative step outside the town boundaries and shuddered, clutching her sides. "It hurts," she whined, "It hurts so badly."



Olus wrapped an arm around her and steered her away from the sunlight, running his tongue along his fangs and supporting her. "There there... Feerbshord."



One-With-Magic stiffened, and started to cry as she hugged Olus. Olus patted her back and picked her up, carrying her sobbing form away from the town.



"We need to get out of this forest, no matter how much it pains me to say it. Too many memories for you, and that's never a good thing."



One-With-Magic nodded, tears still flowing freely. Olus hummed quietly and One-With-Magic closed her eyes.



"Cry me a river, little child," Olus sang, "Cry me a river, don't be mild. Cry me a river, let it out; cry me a river, be my spout."



One-With-Magic stopped after three more verses as her breathing settled into the soft but persistent rate of sleep.


Chapter 9

After hours of walking, Olus stumbled to the ground, waking One-With-Magic up. "Gods above and below," Olus cursed, curling into a ball to avoid the midday sun. "I hate hiding from the sun! I never had to do this before."



One-With-Magic yawned widely and stretched, sighing. She pushed Olus into the shade and giggled. "Maybe in a while I can hide with you!"



"No, I wouldn't want you to have to do this. You don't know how it feels, and I don't think you would want to. Not without that cure. How much longer until we get there?"



"Oh, you know, a few months. We have to cross a desert though, otherwise it'll be a year or two."



"WHAT!?"



"Unless we can get a ride with the caravan! It should be around here someplace... I swear this is where that one city was..."



Olus calmed down significantly at the word "city". City had always meant a safe-haven, a place of contacts and protection, to a degree, as Olus was world-renowned as one of the best thieves... until his botched jobs. Nonetheless, his skills were still highly respected, if laughed at as well. Jokingly. He hoped.



"I've been everywhere," One-With-Magic said, smiling as her eyes lost focus. "The world is great. So many different gods to worship! You have no idea how fun some of the blasphemous religions are to watch. I've met most kings, and I have wizardry contacts all over the continent, usually by grudging respect. I'm arguably the best witch in the world, aside from certain priestesses I know to avoid."



"Wait, what?"



"Yeah, it's great. I think I could get us a caravan set up! We're not arriving at the capital, though, so it may be a little bit more difficult... I'm sure you could steal things so that we could live here a while, yeah? Ooh! Maybe you can teach me!"



Olus blinked rapidly, confused. "Teach... are you serious? You'd be a better assassin than a thief. That fire gives off too much light to be of any use, unless you want to make a spectacle of killing someone."



"Awww, but thieves are cool! And fun to fry."



"I'm going to ignore that second part. I suppose I could teach you a thing or two... maybe... if you're a fast learner. If not... well, you've gotta be gifted. If not, your target will feel their purse being lifted before you even touch it."



"Oh. But you all make it look so easy..."



"Don't worry. First thing's first, we have to get into the city, yeah?"



"Oh, yeah!" One-With-Magic said, giggling. "Don't worry. There aren't many guards around. And stay off the roads."



"What? Why?"



"They're made of lead."



"....What."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




The City of Lead, on the outskirts on the so called Kingdom of Death, was a dangerous city by reputation, and deadlier the closer you got. Indeed, bandits never raided the Kingdom as all of it's cities... and some roads in between, were of the most lethal anywhere in the world. The City of Lead was a prime example, as anyone could count the number of people over thirty years old in one hand.



There was a famous tale passed down from bandit to bandit, that Olus once overheard as he was stealing a former military man's sword, that started with a young man.



The man was just becoming of age and lived happily in Ackweol, the specific city was never mentioned. The man was going to marry the most beautiful girl in the city, and his family was rich. Then a bandit attack happened, and the details became unclear as every bandit told the raid from a different perspective with different details. Nonetheless, the town was sacked and burned to the ground, and only the boy survived, with his dying to-be-wife in his hands. She asked him to get revenge, and he swore to her that he would.



He set out to find the bandits who had stolen everything from him, only to learn they fled with their ill-gotten goods to the Kingdom of Death. Cautiously, through many a danger he made his way to the Kingdom, only to be stopped at the border. "Halt!" called the guard. "Who passes?"



The guard was wearing armor so thick that the man could not see his face. The man stood tall as he could, but his lack of food was catching up to him, and he looked haggard as a beggar. "A man on a quest for revenge. A bandit clan burned down my village and stole everything from me."



"A man on revenge is welcomed into the Kingdom of Death, but know that those who enter never leave."



"I have nothing to go back for," responded the man. The guard lifted his helmet off his head in return, and revealed he was nothing more than a skeleton.



"Then enter, at your own peril, else you end up like me, forever doomed to warn the innocent against the horrors of the world."



The man thanked the guard, who put on his helmet and stood still as a statue, awaiting the next arrival.



Mere minutes in, he found a troll attacking a giant. The giant was large, dumb, and rather old while the troll was young and ferocious, with a fierce glint in it's eye. The troll was swiping at the same spot in the giant's leg, while the giant lumbered around and kicked at trees, seemingly oblivious as it's leg was ripped apart. Soon enough, the giant was felled and the troll tore apart it's throat and gorged itself on the giant's flesh. The man noted that multiple attacks on the same spot got even a giant, the most resilient of enemies, killed.



The man walked away before the troll realized it had more prey. As he continued, he saw the souls of the departed making the same journey as him, and others making similar journeys. None spoke, and they all trudged along.



After hours, the man collapsed from exhaustion at a farm. The farm's crops had all withered and died, and there was the skeleton of an animal outside the door. He managed to crawl to the doorstep and knock, staring face up at the sky. A woman opened the door and pulled him inside.



The woman was always elderly, but sometimes an elf. Her details always centered on "used to be pretty" with an aged wisdom.



"What brings you to my farm?" asked the woman.



"Hungry," gasped the man, clutching his ribcage. The woman briefly opened his tunic to see how hungry exactly, and saw the man was on the verge of starvation.



"I have just the thing. I'll give you all you can eat if you promise to take me with you. I have nothing left."



The man accepted, and the two feasted.



The next day, full of energy and packed with supplies to last until the bandit encampment, the duo ventured outwards. They ducked and weaved between trees and away from various dangers that lurked within the forest, and eventually made it to the encampment. So much like during the attack on his village, the man snuck up and lit fire to the tents as he and the woman slaughtered the bandits with iron and magic.



Once every bandit was dead, most of them still in their beds, the man and woman were overcome by hunger. They began to feast on the body of the leader of the bandits, oblivious to all else.



The duo had provoked the wrath of Seng by destroying his tools he used to spread misery, and thus Seng sent hunger their way, and focused them on the diseased body of the bandit chief. Neither the woman nor the man awoke to the cleansing morning light, revealing the ashes of an encampment.



The bandits told this story when morale was low, or to newcomers to teach a "no survivors ever" policy, even women and children. But Olus always found it as a warning: Stay away from the Kingdom of Death.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"There it is!" One-With-Magic cried out, smiling and running into the shade of the city, hugging the buildings. Olus reluctantly followed, staring at the roads. The infamous roads made of lead, the most abundant material around.



Stepping on certain spots pushed the lead down, but they were mostly at the edges of town, where few people walked. Olus shuddered, it may have been his imagination or his new, slightly heightened vampiric sensitivity, but he swore he could feel the poison the lead produced. "This place, this place is bad."



One-With-Magic laughed loudly, and several people ran out from their homes in shock. "Was that... laughter? Newcomers!"



Olus sighed and hid his face deeper within the hood One-With-Magic had acquired for him. He had the sense not to ask how. He also slipped off his ring, just in case it was needed, though with all the people staring at him he figured it wouldn't do to show them all his last resort.



"You have contacts here?" Olus mumbled, groaning to himself. "And I suppose I'll need to get in touch with the thieves here?"



"Yep! I'll go look for my contacts, see you tonight at the town center!"



"Wait, what!?"



One-With-Magic laughed once more, stretching her arms out and staring at the sky, eyes closed, bathing in the light like Olus could no longer do. Then she ran and turned the corner at an incredible, almost practiced, speed.



"Damn that girl. So troublesome."


Chapter 10

The city smelled of feces. Didn't they at least have some sort of waste disposal? Even primitive cities and bandits had that.



As Olus looked closer at the houses, he noticed they were in varying states of disrepair, and not one of them seemed safe. Some were without doors, others missing entire walls, and Olus even saw a single house with no roof at all. When asked, one of the residents responded "Better no roof than a roof of poison."



There was one other person out walking around, and Olus swore he had seen that face before, but it couldn't be possible. An old "friend" from Syef, a fellow thief. In fact, he looked a lot like the thief he would trust with his life. He approached the sickly looking man and leaned against a wooden structure that most people around him would have called a "house."



"Bright day, glad there's no troll attack."



In addition to ravenous hunger, an endless appetite for anything that moved and/or had flesh, and fear of apparently only One-With-Magic, trolls hated sunlight and anything in it. Their razor-sharp claws would tear through the air itself, not to mention whatever else was in their way.



The more Olus thought about them, the more impressed he was that he had survived the Syeffian run, and the more he realized that trolls were the ultimate predator.



"Trolls can go shove it. That you, O?"



"Only if that's you, T."



Theas grinned and pulled Olus into an embrace. "My old friend! I'd say let's get a drink together, but half the time you go to the inn they serve you literal poison. They say it's popular."



"I don't doubt it. What brings you to the Kingdom of Death?"



"I should be asking you the same thing, Witch-bait. Get run out of Acksiin?"



"You could say that. Damn the Raised."



"Oh Seng, you survived a Raised attack? You're lucky, and that's actually a good reason for a change. Get noticed there?" Theas asked, finally releasing Olus and stepping into the sun.



"No, actually. It was a wonderful distraction to get the cookie," Olus responded, not following him into the sun. 'Cookie' referred to any number of things the thieves could sell for a good profit, and somehow the guards hadn't figured that out.



"Then why'd you leave? I heard the jobs are easy and they pay very well over there. Too focused on assassins to care about some thieves."



"That... is a long story. Let's just say there's this... girl."



"Oh hoh! Olus Upert, the King of Icy Hearts, found a girl!"



"Stick around long enough and you'll see her. She's around somewhere, talking to people."



The two began to walk, and caught up on recent events that occurred between them. Theas had botched the most important job of the year by getting their client turned over to the guards instead of their competition, so he ran and didn't look back while he could. Any group capable of keeping trolls was scary enough to not mess with.



He settled in the City of Lead because nobody bothered to live long enough to lock their valuables. They changed hands so often, nobody kept track of half of them. And that half has been slowly spreading away from the city, as caravans liked shiny things that they could sell at the next city.



Olus, for his part, kept quiet about the vampire incident, and largely his failure after failure to stay safe and live a normal, at least for a thief, lifestyle. He didn't bring up One-With-Magic after his excuse for leaving Acksiin, and Theas had the sense not to change the subject to it.



"There, see him? The Wise One, they call him. He's the oldest, and richest, in the city," Theas pointed out. Olus was immensely glad he was with another thief, as it gave him an excuse to not go into the sunlight. He could claim he was just preparing for a job or some such. "Don't know who the child is, though."



Olus took a look at the Wise One, and was not all that surprised to see One-With-Magic next to him, talking animatedly. "She's energetic. Must be from the caravan. Watch your step, Witch-bait, this water's from the lake. That lake is more poisonous than the streets."



"What?" Olus asked, snapping over to Theas. "How's that possible?"



"Couple years back there was a heat wave, and so half the town ran into the lake to cool down. Some kid started playing around near the middle, and was looking for treasure underwater. He scraped away some lead and revealed a... yellow and green, almost, rock. The rock lit the water down there on fire and the kid died. Ever since, the lake has been tinted green, and anyone who drinks from it gets very sick very quickly. Even bathing in it kills people within weeks."



"Oh, good, just what I needed to hear," Olus responded sarcastically, wondering if he could even get sick. He'd never heard a report of a vampire being sick, now that he thought of it.



"The Wise One is waving us over. If you want to steal anything, we better go. It makes us look like good people to talk with him. He doesn't speak often."



Theas led the way as Olus followed, hiding in his hood deeper so his nose didn't burn. "By the way, is it just me or are you getting fat? Your face looks softer. But you look thinner, too. Sick?"



"You could say that."



The Wise One reached out a hand, and Olus shook it. "You must be the one the Savior spoke of. An honor to meet you, Oh Great Nightstalker."



Olus blinked in surprise and One-With-Magic giggled. "Told you I had contacts! I got us a caravan ready for tomorrow, Nightstalker," she said teasingly, humming and clapping. "Oh! You made a friend! I'm so proud of you!"



Olus stared in shock, and Theas broke out laughing. "This the girl you were talking about? By Anrose and His caring heart, you like them young, huh?"



One-With-Magic laughed and shook her head. "I'm out of his league."



Theas laughed harder, clutching his sides. The Wise One slapped him on the back. "Show respect to the Savior!"



"Savior? Of what? A baby rabbit?" Theas asked, wiping a tear from his eye and standing up. The slap had knocked him to the ground.



"She single handedly stopped five starving trolls from killing everyone!"



"What? No way."



One-With-Magic laughed as a flicker of a flame surrounded her, whirling around and nearly catching Olus on fire. "Oh, a magician... and fire, I see... no wonder you got stuck with her. I bet she threatened you," Theas said, grinning.



"More or less."



"Well, Nightstalker," Theas said mockingly, "I think I'm coming with you."



"What!?"



One-With-Magic clapped again, humming as she strode away. "I'm going to go find someone I used to know, who's probably doing experiments on the water. Then you'll show me what you promised Nightstalker!"



Olus groaned and placed his hand on his face before realizing how terrible of an idea that was. He quickly retreated it into his robe, hopefully before anyone realized that it was singed. "What did you promise to show her? The inside of your trousers?" Theas snickered.



"Basic thievery skills," Olus muttered, groaning. "I hope she's a fast learner. If you're sticking with us, will you help?"



"Ha! No."



"Seng take you."



"Anrose, Great God of Love and Passion, inspire you," he said, winking and laughing. "Let's go, I bet we could get a job in before she's finished."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




The lair the thieves were using as a shared headquarters with the assassins was a bit too close to the lake for Olus' liking. Everything was slick with water, and there was a large amount of moss and wet leaves and dirt piled around, a clear path of greenish water leading towards a large, communal table where everyone, assassins and thieves alike, were sitting.



"Welcome back, Theas! Have good news?" someone called. Everyone cheered and clapped, and a sense of camaraderie not felt by Olus for some time washed over him. He was disgusted, and shook himself.



"Yes and no. The bad news is I'm going to be leaving for elsewhere tomorrow, but the good news is we can finally steal the Crown! I have with me the great Olus Upert, and his partner is currently distracting the town!"



Everyone went silent, and a woman in jet black leather stood. "I'm coming, because none of you thieves can fight when you get caught," she said, twirling a knife. "Then you need my help to escape."



Olus held up his hands, slipping the ring on the right way. "How can they catch what they can't see?"



Theas took a step back, surprised, before laughing. "That is just like you to have another trick up your sleeve like that! Well done!"



"That's a useful parlor trick there," the assassin muttered. "But I'm still coming with in case someone bumps into you, or you encounter a wizard."



One-With-Magic chose that time to fall from the ceiling.


Chapter 11

Olus looked up just in time to see One-With-Magic hit him. He didn't have time to let out a scream before he was face down, One-With-Magic standing gracefully and bowing. "Hiya! I'm going to be his partner."



The assassin laughed and shook her head. "No, no you're not. You can't sneak for your life."



"I never need to sneak for my life," she replied, "Most people aren't that stupid."



The assassin rolled her eyes and waved as she approached Olus. "I'm still coming along. If that makes three of us, so be it. You're staying behind Theas, four is two too many."



Theas nodded and sat down, stretching. "That job's good as done. Why don't you tell him the details girlie?" For some reason, Olus got the feeling he was lying.



"Girlie!? I had to save your worthless hide three times in the last two jobs!"



"Yep, and I still can't remember your name."



"It's Theatrice! How can you not remember when it's so close to yours! Stupid thief."



Theatrice, the assassin, walked over. She was tall, extremely tall and thin, almost like a non-human, but Olus couldn't think of what she could possibly be beneath the deep black leather armor she wore. One-With-Magic cocked her head, looking her up and down. "I don't like you," Theatrice said. "But you, O great Olus, you sound useful."



"Thanks, I suppose. But what is it we're going to do? Something about a crown?"



"Not just any crown, the King's crown. He left it here on accident after getting sick once more, and it's been under heavy guard ever since. It's in the palace, that is the one building that looks complete from every angle, and is always guarded by the most able soldiers. We're going to take it and bring it here. From here we can smuggle it out of the country, and you don't need to worry about it. We've got coin if you want in."



Olus, realizing his ring was on the ground, picked it up and nodded. "Of course!" He slipped the ring on the incorrect way and leaned against the wall, pretending not to be dripping.



"Sounds like fun!"



"It's business, not fun, kid. Don't go messing this up."



One-With-Magic grinned maliciously, letting that knowing look into her eye. "Who are you calling 'kid'? Show some respect to your elders, child. I'm far older than you think."



"Magician, eh? No matter, you're all useless if you can't sneak."



Olus sighed loudly and waved at Theatrice. "Go on ahead, we'll get there after we see if she can sneak."



Theatrice, for her part, simply nodded and began climbing up the wall, disappearing into the ceiling. Olus stopped watching to nudge One-With-Magic, and continued on to the exit.



She stopped and stared at the lake, sorrow in her eyes. "The water is poison," she said. "Those poor fish. There used to be such lovely fish when I was last here... I named my favorite one Chiyre. She was bright gold and pink, and her eyes were the cutest green you would have ever seen. She was three men long and the kindest fish ever. Whenever I was around she would come up to the surface to rub up against me, and always tried to feed me or show me around, where she liked to swim... I miss her."



"It's okay, Feerbshord, her soul passed on."



"Yes, at least it did... at least... gods protect her."



One-With-Magic used her flames to draw an elvish symbol on the surface of the water, no doubt either an ancient prayer or symbol of a god. The flames burned the average orange at first, but soon turned a deep purple and flared up before disappearing abruptly, a faint image of them left behind, the water all turning clear. Olus' eyes widened, and he stared in surprise.



The water was completely clear, and it almost looked like there was a spot in the middle where the lake was... glowing? It certainly seemed that way. He felt One-With-Magic pulling him away, and as he looked at her she noticed her eyes were closed. "It can't be cleansed."



Olus coughed and fell forward, screaming. His insides were burning, and not the good kind of burning like when One-With-Magic healed him. In a moment she was there, and the burning intensified until it became a visible flame.



"Ooh, I haven't seen a white fire in a while!"



Indeed, the white fire was spreading along his sides, and he couldn't stop screaming. He didn't have any air left in his lungs, but he still managed to scream as One-With-Magic looked on curiously and was writing down things in her notes. He thrashed about and rolled into the lake, but the fire didn't go out. "Oh, that's not good," One-With-Magic mumbled.



Olus emerged from the lake after another moment passed and the fire went out, but his face was covered in hair. "Oh, good, I'm gonna be a werewolf after all," he mumbled in what seemed like a manly woman's voice. He grabbed his throat and glared daggers at One-With-Magic. He would have pulled out a real dagger, but he felt like she would melt it.



One-With-Magic was standing there, her head cocked to the side and eyes wide with wonder, staring directly at him. Behind her was the setting sun, though Olus swore he saw it elsewhere in the sky moments ago. The sun lit her hair up and made it look as though she were on fire...



Wait, no, she really was.



The fire made the silhouettes of the dead and dying trees in the background all the more apparent, as none had leaves and half were falling, broken, or looked as though they had been burned. One-With-Magic fit right in.



He climbed out of the lake and onto the poisonous land, but something felt extremely... off. It was wrong, whatever it was. He looked down at his hand, as he felt it tingling.



His hand was paler than the moon on a starless night, not to mention smaller than he remembered it, though the fire was likely to blame for that. He didn't doubt that it probably away half his flesh, it certainly felt like it after all. His fingers were slim, which was actually pretty useful. He liked to pickpocket, but he was always terrible at it to his fingers being too clumsy. Perhaps slimmer fingers would help.



Hair fell into his vision, black as a cave in the night. He hated trying to come up with "night" metaphors, but he felt it was fitting with him becoming a vampire. His hair also happened to reach down to his...



"What-" he croaked, "what did you do to me?"



Those were unmistakably breasts. Small breasts that were on his chest. One-With-Magic poked one, and he shrieked. "Shush little vampire," she said, "I'm trying to figure out what happened."



She lit a tiny fire on one of her fingers and thrust it into Olus' arm. He bit back a scream, fearing that the sudden noise may startle One-With-Magic into making the fire bigger. When she drew out the flame, it was covered in blood. He could smell it, and it was an odd mix between tasty smelling and repulsive, coming from his arm.



"That's... odd. Why is there troll's blood mixed in there? That's never happened before."



Olus looked at One-With-Magic in disgust and surprise. Never happened before suggested she'd done this, and ergo all her research would be moot or redundant. Incredulously, Olus managed to look down his body further.



In addition to his breasts, Olus managed to see that his hips were... he couldn't think of a good metaphor, but they were wide. He didn't bother looking at his back, and he didn't want to. His pants were slipping, but from the act of that he knew what was there, and coincidentally what wasn't.



And what wasn't there was scaring him. It should be there, it was ever since he was a baby boy.



"What did you do to me?" he managed to spit out once more, his face showing a scared expression.



One-With-Magic bit her lip and smiled nervously. "You were going to show me how to be a thief, right?" she asked, her smile increasing so much that Olus could tell she was faking it.



"Feerbshord," he said, his voice solemn, "what happened?"



"Well... remember when I said you looked like a maiden?"


Chapter 12

"What."



"Well, how do I say this in human? It looks like you're turning into a maiden."



Olus was silent, taking in the news before springing up and narrowly avoiding falling straight back down. "Feerbshord," he began, knowing that would make her listen, "Here is what we are going to do. You're going to cure my vampirism. Then you're going to cure whatever it is you're doing to me now. Then I'm going to go live a nice quiet life as a farmer until I die."



"Wheat farmer?"



"No."



One-With-Magic sulked, but couldn't argue. She knew it was her fault Olus was changing, and that it was only because of her it was happening. She walked over to The Wise One's house, stopping at the entrance.



"I don't know what to do here. We're supposed to steal 'The Crown' right?" she asked, making a quizzical expression.



"Right," Theas said, stepping out of the shadows. "And after this, when we get on the caravan, stay away from me Nightstalker. You look even worse."



"Winged One here lit me on fire and I had to jump into the lake," Olus mumbled in self-defense. He could feel burns all across his body from the sun, and he hated it. It was hard to do tiny, precise movements when each of said movements produced intolerably high amounts of pain.



"Nightstalker," said the assassin who decided to join them, sneaking into view. Olus mentally sighed in relief as, aside from One-With-Magic, they were all professionals, right down to using alternate names in case they got noticed. Olus hated working with amateurs, no matter how skilled they turned out to be.



The assassin leaned against a wall and closed her eyes, probably focusing on incoming sounds. Olus knelt down at the door, searching for traps and looking at the lock, and he brought One-With-Magic down with him. In a hushed voice, he explained what he was doing.



"Look through the cracks. If you see any wires, or metal bits, or anything out of the ordinary, tell me. It's probably a trap that can only be disarmed with the key, but I'm not going fishing for it. We'd have to find a new way in."



"Got it. Anything else?" One-With-Magic replied a little too loudly, her eyes bright with excitement.



"Too loud! Now, look at the lock. Two tumblers, it's going to be easy to pick. Cookie Cutter! Pick please?"



Theas had been granted the name "Cookie Cutter" after accidentally destroying three different cookies he needed to steal during an evasion from the guards. After the incident, everyone was torn between laughing at Theas, or being angry with him for botching such a big job. He handed Olus a few lockpicks, and Olus pointed at the lock.



"Look closely, watch what I'm doing. I can't explain this part, never learned it. I was born with the talent to pick."



Olus fiddled with the lock, his right eye closed, biting his lip. He was glad he was in the shadows, and that Theas wasn't looking at him, as he was confident one or both of his fangs were showing. The last thing they needed was to know they were working with a bloodsucking demon.



Once again Olus began to wonder if he would gain any vampiric powers. When one thought of vampires, one though of the night, and there were all sorts of things vampires could do in the night. He didn't know any personally, but he had never been that interested in vampires before becoming one.



And he still hated becoming one.



The lock sprung open and he smiled. It took longer than he expected, but he blamed his burned hands. "Took longer than usual, Nightstalker," Theas mentioned. As they were in the shadows, Olus let his sleeves roll down and expose his burned hands.



"Fire, remember? Hard to move."



Olus saw the assassin whose name he couldn't remember wince, and Theas nodded sympathetically. One-With-Magic smiled coyly, and he got the feeling she knew it was from climbing out of the lake rather than her fire.



"Those hands are smaller than mine," the assassin said, shrugging. "Must be useful. Let's get going, Wise One isn't going to be gone all day. Rumor has it he's at the orphanage. Looks like the usual watch went with him as well."



"Hurry!" Theas said, urging One-With-Magic to open the door, jumping on the opportunity.



"Next lesson," Olus began, his eyes darting around the room. "Always hide."



One-With-Magic burst into bright yellow flames that didn't extend from her body, but made everyone avert their eyes. "NOT LIKE THAT!" Olus screamed. "NO!"



There was audible mumbling, almost talking, outside and Olus bit his lip, tackling One-With-Magic to the ground. Her fires went out, and she was evidently confused. Olus glanced over himself for more burns, or any changes really.



"You. Do. Not. Get. To. Hide. In. The. Light." Olus dictated, pronouncing each word with the utmost care as he stared at her angrily. "You just put us all in danger. Cookie Cutter! Where's that crown?"



"A safe! He moves the location of it every few days though!"



"Seng take him! Everyone search quickly! And shut that damned door!"



The assassin shut the door and everyone began to search. Olus was checking out the upper floor, with One-With-Magic, while Theas and the assassin took the lower floor.



"Feerbshord, it's not going to be on the ceiling. Stop looking up there."



"What's that?"



Olus grit his teeth and looked up before his eyes widened and he screamed in a rather girly voice.



He grabbed One-With-Magic forcefully and sprinted down the stairs, being followed. "OUT! NOW!" he screeched.



"We just found the safe!"



"Arachneyeid!"



Theas dropped his picks and stood, but the assassin didn't get the hint. She knelt down and proceeded to open the safe, taking out a small jeweled crown, made of what looked like tin. Olus bit back a groan, but mostly because he heard twelve thin, razor-sharp legs making their way down the stair set. "Through the window!" he called.



Theas opened the window and climbed through, helping down the assassin. One-With-Magic proceeded next, and Olus took one look back at the Arachneyeid. It was the size of a tall man, and thin, except for it's bulbous body. The body was ovular, and held sixteen eyes positioned strategically around it, giving it full view of everything in it’s vicinity. It had three fangs, each loaded with a different type of poison: one was paralytic, one was to confuse and induce feelings of ecstasy, and the final was lethal. It lumbered along awkwardly, but he knew it to be an illusion; Arachneyeids were the most accurate of all monsters, and made no mistakes in anything they did. It was probably perfectly balanced and ready to strike with three legs at once.



Olus felt a bit of instinct take over, one he'd never felt. He smirked and chuckled. "You call those fangs?" he taunted, though he knew the Arachneyeid wouldn't understand. He bared his own, before instinctively lunging forward.



He felt his arm nearly get lopped off, but he made it to the body and bit the Arachneyeid. His mind was reeling, as that was literally the worst thing he could have done, but he did it anyways. Olus closed his eyes, but then got the first taste of Arachneyeid blood. His eyes shot open in surprise and joy.



It was the best blood ever.



He tackled the Arachneyeid as best as possible, drinking as greedily as possible. He didn't remember when he last ate, but he knew it wasn't nearly as much as he was eating from the Arachneyeid. He felt his arm healing, the severe cut reducing itself to a fading scar, and he felt the Arachneyeid dying between his teeth. He was sucking the life out of the Arachneyeid and eating it.



He was a monster.



But he just couldn't stop, no matter how hard he tried. It all just tasted so, so wonderful. It was leagues better than troll's blood, and he started to think that tasted good! The taste of blood stopped and he lazily opened his eyes.



The Arachneyeid was dead. Olus stood and winced, falling. He stood once more and found himself... different, somehow. Like the blood had acted as a catalyst, and now... "he" didn't really apply.



She snarled at the thought before bringing her hood up over her more completely. She coughed a bit, sighing as she heard her voice. Unmistakably feminine. She already hated referring to herself as a woman as much as she hated being a vampire.



She knelt down and slid the knife through the Arachneyeid in a few strategic places, cutting off two legs. While the knife didn't get bloody, she could say she wiped it on something. However, there were traces of organs on the knife, and it looked even worse to her, so she did actually wipe it on something in the house. She thought it was a rug, but it was so torn up and old that it was hard to tell.



She climbed out the window, aware she was bloody. "It's dead," she said, trying to mask her voice and make it seem more masculine. Theas didn't need to know she was female, though if he stuck around he'd find out quickly. Well, the guild didn't need to know.



"Got your crown? Because I want to be out of this city since yesterday."



The assassin nodded and looked at the crown eagerly. She held it up, and Olus was glad they were in an alley between houses. The crown was indeed made of tin, and made for someone younger than the Wise One. There were rubies embedded within it, as well as a single emerald. Olus wondered why anyone would ever make a crown out of tin, but it was the King's crown. Perhaps tin was harder to find than gold in the Country of Death.



"Simply marvelous," the assassin said.



"Glorious," proclaimed Theas, staring intently and circling around it as best he could.



"That's it? I've seen more valuable things on the street," said One-With-Magic. "I get that it's the king's, but really? That seemed like a lot of work for one crown. It's not even made of silver or gold." One-With-Magic crossed her arms and stared at it, disinterested. She let her true age show as she eyed it professionally and shook her head. "Even in Fjol's inflated market that crown would be scarce worth a hundred gold. It would be best to melt it down and sell the gems elsewhere, at least there would be fools willing to pay more for the gems themselves than a crown they'd have to hide and never use."



Theas and the assassin were both taken aback at her sudden change as One-With-Magic shook her head. "Even if one of us got all the profit, it still wouldn't have been worth it. Now if I could go back and study the Arachneyeid... then it would be different. I've never seen one before, and to learn that they could be domesticated... Nightstalker," she said, her voice turning cutesy as her age seemed to dwindle back into her apparent age. "You'll get me one right? Pleeaasseee?"



"No."



"Pleeeas-"



"NO."



One-With-Magic pouted and Olus coughed, trying to play off the feminine tone in his voice. Theas looked at him oddly, and Olus turned away.



"We've got a caravan to catch, people."



Olus walked off as One-With-Magic energetically went on to explain the glories of caravans and how much she loved them despite the tragedies that befell the people who lived in the caravan. After a moment, the assassin joined him with a snicker. "Theas, that fool, engaged her."



Olus didn't respond and the assassin stopped her. "What really happened back there? With the Arachneyeid? I know a knife isn't enough to put one down. Hiding something, are we?"



"It's that girl's fault, not mine."



The assassin nodded once, walking past Olus on her way to the hideout. "Work on your posture. Slouching like that, people can't tell whether you're male or female. Only reason I know is because of Theas and his stories. Take care of him."



"I'll try, but our journey will be dangerous."



The assassin left and Olus groaned. Even doing his best to hide it, his female body was obviously showing through. Look at her enough and any would realize it. Olus got to the edge of town and saw the caravan that, he assumed, they would be getting on. He approached the caravan handler who was overseeing the unpacking of goods.



"Anything I can do to help?" she asked.



The caravan handler looked her over once and motioned to the hood. "Take dat off so I kin git a good lookatcha."



Olus shook her head and pulled it over her head the littlest bit further. "Sick."



The man huffed and looked over the caravan. "Well, miss, we's got errythin' handled here. Ya sound educated though, where ya from?"



"Syef, originally," she said, sitting down. "And I'm self-educated. Helped in my old trade. I'm supposed to get on a caravan with a few others. Is it this one?"



"Yep. Only care-van willin' to go through errythin' to git to here. If ye'll be stayin' wit us, yer gunna needa know a few things. First, I'm da leada of this care-van, and I'm da one yer gunna always lisen to. Second, ya don't complain if I putya on da night watch."



Olus held up a hand and stopped him. "I should ask, can I always go on the night watch? I don't like people."



The caravan handler smiled and nodded. "I like ya, willin' to do da jobs nobudy else wantsa. Good on ya. Ye, I'll make sure no soul bothas ya without reason den. 'Cept our fiery winged savior o'course."



Olus bit his lip and sighed. Of course they knew One-With-Magic as a fiery winged savior.



"Ah, what am I doin'? Name's Indar. Yers?"



"Oliua," she spat out, blushing within her hood. She didn't expect to be saying a name, so she chose something that sounded like a Syeffian female name close to her other.



"Hello dere, Ohlee-oowha."



She just made it up, but she was already annoyed at how slow he was saying it. "Faster than that," she mentioned, "it's Oliua. Same pronounciation, just faster."



"Ohleeoowha."



"Whatever, close enough."



Oliua. It was an interesting name. Oliua: Thief, Nightwalker, Vampire. She kind of liked it. Not as much as Olus, but it was close enough to be tolerable. Oliua.



"-and that's why bandits are the worst thing ever. Oh! Hiya Indar! It's been so long!" came a familiar feminine voice with the elven lilt. One-With-Magic ran up and hugged Olus... Oliua from behind and she coughed.



"Ah, Fiery Winged Savior! Yer a friend of Oliua's den?"



One-With-Magic giggled and rested her head on Oliua's shoulder. "Oliua? Yeah, I'm her best friend!"



Theas chuckled to himself from behind them as Oliua mentally groaned. Just what she needed.


Chapter 13

"Oliua, huh? Something you wanna tell me there Nightstalker?" Theas asked, grinning. Indar walked off after counting them, and One-With-Magic was still resting on Oliua's shoulder. Oliua, for her part, ignored Theas.



"This caravan will not be fun. You'll be hunting on the way, right?" Oliua asked, nudging One-With-Magic. She felt odd calling her Feerbshord in front of others. It seemed like a personal name, and she didn't want to spread it.



"Hey, Nightstalker."



"Of course! I bet I can get a troll a night!"



"Nightstalker."



Oliua nodded once, pushed One-With-Magic off of her, and walked onto the caravan, or at least one of the carts. She sighed; each cart was small. She'd no doubt have to share it with two, or perhaps more, people. "Ohleeoowha," Indar drawled, "couldja git some wada? Da lake has da nicest wada 'til da cap'tal."



Indar spoke infuriatingly slowly. One-With-Magic, on the other hand, spoke a tad too fast. She was used to the uneducated; by Seng most of the people outside of thieves, assassins, scholars, and nobles were uneducated. "Water? Sure. But it's still light outside, so don't expect me to be fast. I haven't slept in over a day."



Indar frowned and looked Oliua over. "I'll come back and sleep, then I'll be ready come sundown to watch over the caravan. Is that alright?"



Indar grinned, showing that he was missing three teeth out of four. Oliua couldn't help but wonder how he ate anything at all. He turned around, grabbed a bucket, and handed it to her. "Bring it ova dere," Indar said, lazily. There was this slowness in all his actions that seemed to get slower every time Oliua noticed it. The others on the caravan must have been excellent soldiers, because there was no way Indar could defend against a stray dog, much less bandits.



And bandits these days were getting more organized.



It was a cause for concern. They were getting smarter, as Oliua thought back on recent encounters. Few of them would have thought to use magic, at least in the past. Were enchantments readily available, or were the bandits being supplied by a magician? Either was worrying.



Oliua got the the lake, and was dismayed to see whatever was in the center was spreading. The water was discolored near the center, and it was fast approaching the edges. She filled the bucket, burning her hands further, and made her way back. There were people murmuring around her, and she made it a point not to look at them. Vampires didn't walk out in the day, they wouldn't suspect a thing.



The caravan, on the other hand, they might. She'll only be awake during the night, has a "sickness" that nobody can see, and she won't talk too much. Perfect.



She ran her tongue over her fangs as she sat the bucket down, carefully as to not burn herself any further. She heard vampires could heal well, but she either wasn't far enough turned to have that ability or just flat out didn't have it. Or maybe burns from the evil sun wouldn't heal well.



Evil sun? She really was turning into a vampire. Next thing she knew, she'd be praising the Dark Gods.



She hunted around for Indar, and when she found him he showed her where she could sleep: isolated, so as to avoid spreading the sickness to the entire caravan. It suited her.



She got in her "bed", a wooden bench within the covered cart, and checked to make sure there were no holes in the covering so she'd be woken up screaming and burning. When she was satisfied, she let sleep take over.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"Your turn, sick girl."



Oliua blinked slowly, sitting up and rubbing her head. Her hood was off, and there was a mysterious young girl outside of her cart. "Feeling better?" she asked. She was covered in mud, and her clothes were torn in so many places that it was incredible they were still on her.



"Only enough to be a lookout. Got any food?"



"Not here. Try the cook, he's near all the food."



Oliua got a good look at the girl, and grinned. "Ooh, you look familiar. From Syef there kid?"



The girl nodded and Oliua smiled. "Your mother here? And your father?"



"How did you..."



Oliua smiled. "I'm from Syef too. Weren't you all nobles? What happened?"



"War happened. War with Unhuent. We ran to the caravan so that we could avoid it. Troops avoid caravans, because of people like you, sick girl. How did you know I was a noble? You shouldn't recognize me from passing by."



Oliua grinned and fluttered her eyes, trying to play at being a woman. The noble girl rolled her eyes. "You look... I shouldn't say what you look like, it's rude and rudeness is not for nobles."



The girl grinned herself and walked away, and Oliua followed. She smelled food coming from the direction they were heading, and Oliua found that she wasn't as hungry as she should be.



The caravan was stopped for the night and everyone was surrounding an extremely large campfire that had to be One-With-Magic's doing. Oliua and the noble girl walked up, and she was not surprised to find One-With-Magic animatedly telling a story.



"-and so she noticed how the walls seemed to keep going and going and going until... POP! The illusion failed, and revealed the Grand Knight Adroras, sword drawn. And that's how Adroras defeated his corrupted teacher."



A number of children clapped, and a few adults laughed. "Why'd she go insane?"



"I assume she just couldn't handle the flame," One-With-Magic said, making the bonfire dance. "Oliua! You're awake! I've got some medicine for you."



Oliua blinked once in surprise, but that was all she could do before a flask filled to the brim with troll's blood was thrust into her hand. She opened her mouth to speak, and One-With-Magic put the flask to her lips and tilted it. She nearly choked on the blood as it came rushing down her throat, but she managed to drink it all and a few men clapped.



"Sick girl can drink!"



"Whoo!"



Oliua blushed and sat down. She was offered some sort of meat, but shook her head as she didn't smell any blood on it. "The medicine makes me nauseous," she explained to the cook, who shrugged and began eating the meat himself. She wondered why she didn't want any of the meat, and it frightened her to think of why.



Theas sat next to her and grinned. "Wizards, eh?"



"Wizards."



Theas laughed and poked Oliua frighteningly close to her new breasts. "You are very womanly. I like it."



"Well stop liking it."



Theas laughed once more and stretched. "I'd love to get drunk with you, but we've got the whole night ahead of us to watch out for these poor, innocent people. Just us, and the little witch over there."



"I'm right here," One-With-Magic said, seemingly popping in between them. Theas stumbled backwards, and Oliua nearly fell over backwards. "Everyone's about to head to bed. Let's go up front, and make sure the path ahead is clear."



Oliua jumped up and stretched, feeling much better after her rest. "Alright, let's go."



They were out of earshot of everyone else, and Theas burst out laughing. "A woman! You're a woman! Ha!"



One-With-Magic turned, looking at him coldly. "And what's wrong with that?"



"She wasn't born one, that's what's wrong with that! What happened to her that caused it?" Theas asked, smiling and still laughing. One-With-Magic slapped Theas, causing him to stop laughing.



"Quiet human! You laugh and I'll make sure it happens to you. I'll cure her but not you, foolish child."



Theas choked on his laughter and took a step back away from her. "Let's go ahead Oliua, leave the mortal behind."



Mortal. She wasn't one. She ran her tongue over her fangs again, cursing them. Her entire life had been planning for a perfect death, but now... if she didn't find a cure, she may live forever. She didn't want that. Immortality was not what she wanted. Never did, and she never would. She was, at this point, probably closer to immortality than One-With-Magic, and that was assuming she wasn't a full fledged vampire.



"I don't like him," One-With-Magic said. "Maybe if he gets too annoying I'll let you drink from him instead of going to hunt."



"No. You said if I drink human blood I'd get addicted, and I don't want to kill everyone I come across. And yeah, he's annoying, but once you get to know him he's a good friend."



"Eiuyt reybdgherf fleeshb'ginuy," One-With-Magic mumbled, glancing back and sneering at Theas.



"Feerbshord, stop it. You're going to keep hating him if you keep doing that. Give him a chance!"



"No."



Oliua sighed and shook her head, stopping suddenly. Her mouth was growing wet, and she thought she smelled something.



"Troll. Troll! TROLL!"



One-With-Magic grinned and opened her arms wide, wings flaring out the length of fifty men on each side, lighting up the forest. "Where? I'm going to go take out my frustration."



Oliua closed her eyes, sniffed three times, and pointed towards the troll's location. "He's a ways away, so don't- and she's gone. Cookie Cutter! Let's go warn the folks in the caravan. Those who are awake, at least. It shouldn't be a problem, with her chasing it, but nonetheless we should warn them."



"What do you mean, shouldn't be a problem!? You're just letting her go like that? Did you turn into a noble too, fool? Nobody can take on a troll with light spewing out of their backs!"



Oliua moved as fast as humanly possible, which felt oddly slow to her, and grabbed Theas by the neck and rammed him into a tree. "You listen to me and you listen well Cookie Cutter. Remember the Syeffian Run? She could walk in and kill each and every troll all at once. And in the time it would take a normal thief to get through, she'd be studying each and every one of them."



Theas shuddered and Oliua got the scent of... fear? Something about her position against his smelled oh so delicious, and if she hadn't just eaten she would have probably bit him to find out what exactly the smell was... fear or blood? She also had the resist the urge to find out if it was fear by baring her fangs as well; Theas did not need to know he voluntarily joined an ancient fire witch and a vampire.



"She's not a bad person," Oliua said, releasing Theas reluctantly. Holding him in that position felt so invigorating, and made her want to hunt. Only problem was that what she wanted to hunt looked a lot like her. "Give her a chance, and whatever you do, don't get on her bad side. She's a lot more than she looks like."



"E-even with the wings?"



"Because of the wings."



Oliua didn't wait for another assuredly stupid comment and moved on to the caravan, searching for people still walking around with ease. The noble girl from earlier was the first she spotted.



"Noble girl," Oliua said, stopping. She was getting quicker by the minute, it seemed.



"I have a name, you know."



"Not that you've told me. Get in the carts."



"No! I'm not tired."



"This isn't up for debate. There's a troll around."



The noble girl froze and looked at Oliua again, and it felt like she would notice Oliua was a monster. "What about the fiery winged savior?"



"She went looking for the troll, but it's best to get in the carts in case there are more." There weren't any more, Oliua knew that. Her nose was good, it seemed, and from all the troll's blood she drank she knew exactly how their blood smelled, and she could only smell one being with that blood nearby.



"Fine, but I'm not sleeping!"



Oliua rolled her eyes and shrugged. "Your choice, kid. I'm just here to warn you about... by Seng, what's that?"



Oliua narrowed her eyes, staring into the depths of the darkness. Obviously she wasn't a full vampire, because she still could barely see her own hand in front of her, and she was still near the light. The noble girl scrambled into the cart, scared. She smelled nice scared.



Oh, Oliua really was a monster.



A completely nude man walked out of the darkness and lunged at Oliua, and she recognized him. Her eyes widened, and familiar feelings came rushing back to her as instincts conflicted. On one hand she was scared, primal fear for her life overwhelming, yet her distinctly vampiric feelings gave her confidence. She was the dominant one, yet she wasn't.



The man was Raised.



"Fiiireeeee buuurrrrnnnn," it groaned, 'looking' at Oliua. It appeared confused, as if it didn't know whether to attack or bow to Oliua.



"What are you doing fool? I didn't Raise you to stop at the first person you smelled! Attack!"



Oliua screeched as loudly as possible, and then screamed one single word that would announce the reason for her scream. "RAISED!"



"Lunge, slave!" the necromancer commanded, pointing at Oliua. She grit her teeth, felt her fangs, and decided to go for it.



"I'll show you the power of the night," Oliua mumbled, rushing towards the Raised. Oh, that was a terrible, terrible idea.



The Raised didn't move, and Oliua tackled it to the ground. It didn't move as she stood and grinned at the necromancer. "You're lucky. The dangerous one is dealing with a starving troll, so you just have to face me."



"Kill her!" the necromancer commanded. The Raised looked at Oliua and it's master, and settled on staying still.



"Fiiireeee deaathhhh."



Oliua grinned, showing her fangs to the man. He paled, and began pleading incoherently, probably from mercy (simply based on the sudden fear he was feeling).



"You will tell no one of what I am," Oliua commanded, staring into the eyes of the man. He nodded vigorously, and Oliua pointed at the Raised. "Release him."



The necromancer did so, and Oliua grinned. "Now just be glad I'm not hungry."


Chapter 14

Three men burst in, swords drawn rather sloppily. Oliua was no swordswoman, but she could tell two of the three men were going to drop their swords if they swung. The Raised was on the ground, deceased. She supposed it wasn't a Raised anymore, just a corpse.



The lead man, and the only one holding the sword correctly, was unfortunately Indar. Oliua didn't like Indar, he was too... there was nothing really that made her hate him. She simply did.



"Didja do dis?" Indar asked in his slow way. Oliua nodded, and the necromancer simply shook in fear.



Indar sighed and grabbed the man, dragging him to the back of the caravan. Oliua let out a string of curses that caused everyone to step back from her. She just couldn't help herself, she was getting angry.



"I'm going back to doing my job, now. Get some sleep all of you, I don't want to die tomorrow because I'm off duty."



The men, evidently surprised at her firm words, just did as told. Oliua sighed and sat down in the middle of their little encampment, closing her eyes. She focused on the sounds around her, listening in on rustling within carts and One-With-Magic approaching, hearing Theas approach from the opposite way. In the middle of them approached yet another person, and Oliua had to open her eyes to recognize the noble girl. She sighed, standing to greet them.



Theas plopped down in a way that seemed more like falling than anything, while the noble girl grimaced and sneered at him. She sat gracefully, and rather haughtily. One-With-Magic finally made it to the them, dragging the deceased troll with her.



"Well that was fun," she said, smiling. "Roast troll anyone?"



Nobody took her up on her offer, as trolls were known to cause sickness. "What's your name, little noble?" Oliua asked, looking at the noble girl. "Also, why are you here?"



"I told you, I'm not going to sleep. And my name is Wulviva the Third."



"Wulviva the Third? From the line of the great Hatigs? Wulviva Hatig the Third, from Syef-"



"Yes, her," Wulviva said, grimacing. "Don't bring it up, I'll have you hanged."



Theas shut his mouth and One-With-Magic clapped. "I like her."



"This caravan is boring. I've been on it far too long, and I'm tired of this Seng damned country. Fleirnt's embrace will take me if I wait too long."



Oliua took a good long look at the noble, evaluating her. She was young but looked fierce, with the will to fight. A will like vampiric Oliua, which she approved of. She had freckles splattered across her face, and her light brown hair seemed to sparkle in the fire's light. She was quite the beauty, and Oliua got the feeling Theas would hit on her if she was a bit older.



"May I come with you?"



"No."



Theas answered quickly and decisively, smiling and obviously pleased with himself to deny a noble their wish. Oliua slapped him.



"You may," she said.



Theas glared, and One-With-Magic sighed. "Let's go, then. I'll wake up Indar. This is our stop anyways."



"Wait, what? We've moved, like, two hours worth of walking. Are you trying to tell me that we only had to go this far?" Theas asked, staring at One-With-Magic incredulously.



"Yep. You're going to hate the next part though. Get ready, I'll be ready in ten."



"Ten what, minutes? Hours? Days?"



"Okay, ready."



"WHAT? You didn't even move!" One-With-Magic grinned and skipped off towards where Indar took the necromancer. Oliua kicked the dead troll, and realized it had no blood within it.



"That girl is weird," Wulviva whispered. She was standing next to Oliua, who glanced at her.



"This entire group is weird. Get used to it or get ready to run back here."



Theas groaned and stood. "I would do that, but I don't remember the way back. Where we heading anyways? You never told us."



"Old friend of hers. Let's go, get whatever you need, and prepare to depart. You as well, Wulviva."



Oliua had nothing to pack, and nothing to carry. She stretched and opened her eyes, feeling them burn. She hunched over and began to cough up blood, her eyes widening. Everything was getting darker and darker, and more and more painful.



She stopped coughing up blood a short bit later, and her vision started to get a bit better, slowly at first but increasing in speed as time went on. She was panting, her fangs tasting the air. It was quite the odd feeling, and she smelled the group of three she was travelling in rather than saw them. She shut her mouth quickly, and One-With-Magic patted her back. "You alright?" she mumbled, just loud enough for vampiric-enhanced ears to hear.



Oliua nodded swiftly, standing and wiping the blood off her chin. Her blood smelled horrific, and made her gag.



"This way, then."



"Wait, are we allowed to just leave like this? With nobody watching?" Theas asked. One-With-Magic glared and shook her head.



"Necromancer is guarding things, too scared to not behave. Thanks for that, Nightstalker!"



Oliua nodded once more, sighing. "We need nicknames for everyone, just in case something bad happens. I'll keep Nightstalker, Theas can remain Cookie Cutter, One-With-Magic can be... hmm... I suppose anything involving fire or wings. We'll call you Noble, Wulviva."



"Got it Witchbait."



"Gods take you Theas."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Wulviva was panting and struggling to keep up, quite like Oliua. "S-stop!" she called out, tripping over yet another branch. It made Oliua feel worse about herself, as a noble who couldn't see in the dark was doing as well as her, a vampire in her natural habitat.



Though she was bad at being a vampire and hated being one, so she still managed to trip on the same branch despite seeing in the dark. "Good," Theas said, "I was beginning to... by the gods, what happened to you two?"



Oliua fell to her knees and hunched forward, moaning in pain. "It hurts."



"What does? The transformation?" One-With-Magic asked. Oliua couldn't manage a coherent response, which One-With-Magic took to be a 'yes.' "Well that's to be expected. Reports all over say it should hurt. A lot. For a long time."



"Seng damn you!"



"Yep! He hates me. Told me himself three hundred years back when I killed his High Priest."



Oliua cried out, clutching her stomach and feeling the hair fall into her face. Her eyes were closed, but she had no doubt she wouldn't be able to see from the sheer amount of hair she was feeling in front of her nose.



"What transformation? Is the Great Olus Upert finally becoming a full woman?"



Wulviva spit out the little bit of water they had left and nearly choked on the air she was trying to inhale. "You're Olus Upert! You stole hundreds of gold from us!"



"Yep! I'm also a thief, and she's hundreds of years old," Theas said, probably doing some motion Oliua couldn't see due to her hair.



"Well duh, I know who the Grand Witch of Fire is."



"And I told you that's not my title!"



"SHUT UP!" Oliua screeched, nearly baring her fangs. "Your voices are so LOUD!"



"Ooh, right, transformation. Sorry Nightstalker," One-With-Magic whispered.



"What transformation?" Theas demanded, stomping his foot. Oliua slapped him.



"This one," she said, standing and baring her fangs. "Keep talking loudly and I'm going to drain you faster than a beggar drains a flask of happy juice!"



Theas choked and backed into the tree, stumbling over his words. After a moment, he finally managed to get out the one, over-arching word that would remain in his memory forevermore, "vampire."



"Poor little vampy girly!" One-With-Magic said, holding her a flask. "Have more troll's blood."



Oliua gulped it down eagerly, everything seeming to settle. One-With-Magic didn't have her wings out, yet it seemed bright enough that she did. "Whoa, your eyes... they're red," Wulviva mentioned, oddly not scared. "That's awesome!"



Theas sobbed, and Oliua looked at him in disgust. "H-how did I get put into this gods forsaken group! T-two vampire lovers and a vampire!"



Oliua pushed the hair out of her face and caught her breath, finally. She stood up, shorter than a few minutes previously, and bared her fangs. "Shut. Up."



Theas did so.



Oliua looked around them, and did a double take as she saw a trail. She clapped and laughed, pointing towards it. One-With-Magic sent a floating, dim light towards it, and Wulviva giggled. "That looks pretty. And a trail!"



"Yep!"



Oliua gladly got on and took three steps before One-With-Magic told her to wait. "That's the wrong way!"



"What."



"Yeah! We have to go this way!"



While the trail was a gentle climb to their left, One-With-Magic was pointing at the steep path filled with tree branches, sharp rocks, falling rocks, what faintly smelled like troll, and other assorted wildlife that probably wanted to eat them alive.



"No. No no no no nope. That is not happening."



"It's the only way for your vampirism cure," One-With-Magic said teasingly. Oliua hissed at her, her fangs showing. One-With-Magic giggled like Wulviva and smiled sweetly.



"Wait, we're looking for an old friend of yours so Nightstalker doesn't stay a vampire? That... makes a lot more sense. Okay, let's get going!" Theas said, stretching.



"No. Too close to daytime, we stay here where there's shade. I will not wake up again in an hour burning to death like I did a week ago."



Theas opened his mouth, but closed it as Oliua interrupted. "If I start burning I'm jumping on you."



"Let's all go to sleep then."



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"FLEIRNT DAMN YOU ALL TO THE ACCURSED AFTERLIFE!" Oliua screeched, smoking. She rolled over frantically and onto Theas, biting his clothes in a fit of instinctual rage. Theas then started screaming, and Wulviva started screaming at the sight of both of them catching fire.



One-With-Magic pushed both of them out of the sun, and tackled Oliua. She snapped, a bright yellow-gold flame appearing in her hand. She ran it over Oliua's head, which began to heal. Oliua, like the previous time, pierced her tongue with her fang to distract her from the pain of healing.



After five minutes, and a stern refusal to heal Theas, Oliua sat back against a tree. Wulviva sat next to her, One-With-Magic out hunting. "Wait, damn that witch! She's been feeding me troll for weeks now! If I weren't a vampire I'd be dead of sickness! How in the stars has she not gotten sick?"



Theas, not in the mood to speak, ignored her. Wulviva shrugged and blushed. "Could I see your fangs? I've always liked vampires."



"Why would you... I don't care. I just don't care. Look all you want, but don't you dare touch. I'm starving."



Oliua opened her mouth just enough for her fangs to show in their entirety, and her eyes lost focus. She could... taste them. They tasted so, so, SO GOOD. SO GOOD!



She snapped her mouth shut and bit her tongue. She lurched forward onto the ground and slipped her ring on the correct way, disappearing. She needed some alone time.



Avoiding dead leaves and sticks, she left the encampment silently, taking the path filled with sunlight to avoid being followed. She wasn't burned, as she had adjusted her hood to the right position, but she did grow bored quickly. Why did she want to be alone?



Oh, right, tasting human blood was not a good idea.



Oliua sighed and took off her ring, slipping it on backwards. Why, just why? She hated this. She hated all of it. Tears began to fall out of her eyes, and an off-key but familiar song came from behind her. "Cry me a river, cry something something cry... right? I don't remember what you sang to me after leaving the elven village, sorry."



"Don't worry. I just... need some time alone. Go on back, I'll find you by that troll's blood."



"No."



"Feerbshord..."



"I said no. I'm not leaving you alone like this. Sundown isn't for another few hours, why don't we wait for then? Let's just... let's just sit here. Sit here and look."



"At what?"



"The elves used to make me do this when I was feeling sad. Just... sit. Sit and look. And don't stop until the sun goes down."



Oliua sighed, but sat up straighter and just looked forward. There were tens, maybe even a hundred trees in her vision, the majority of which were dead. How anything lived was beyond her. Little creatures skittered about across the ground, climbing tree after tree to find food, birds took off in flight and landed a short distance away, chirping to find a mate. Oliua's breathing slowed as she took it all in.



A single bird, not far from her, was dead. It lay face up, it's little beak aimed towards the sun, as if preparing to fly straight towards it. It's wings were wrapped tightly around it's body, and it's feet were in the air. Oliua took a sharp breath at the sight of it's lifeless eyes, it's innocent, lifeless eyes.



Just above the bird were more birds just like it, but lively, chirping, oblivious to their eventual fate that lay beneath them. They lived and lived, flew and chirped, but they would always end up the same as the bird below them. Maybe the dead one was the female they were trying to attract? Perhaps a lost child to a searching, grieving, mother? Or perhaps a grandfather, who would never see another bird again.



The bird on the ground is how Oliua always imagined herself passing. Nobody caring, oblivious to her disappearance. Maybe the guards would even celebrate with a round of drinks. But nobody would really care.



And yet... and yet Feerbshord wouldn't leave her be. She took Olus from her life of thievery and somehow changed it all. In the course of one week she went from The Great Olus Upert to a Nightstalker, a vampire, and a woman. She had changed from a lonely bird hopping around on it's own to one of many flying together.



Oliua broke down in tears, and Feerbshord was there with a comforting hug.


Chapter 15

Oliua cried for a while, crying for her lost life, crying for the horrible bloodsucking future she would end up having, crying for the little she achieved throughout her time as a thief.



Thievery was fun, no doubt about it, but it was so unfulfilling. It was also helpful, and gave skills that were infinitely useful in many other careers, like not-farming. Or being a soldier. Okay, so maybe they weren't that useful.



One-With-Magic yawned and leaned on Oliua, still hugging her. "All better?"



"A bit, surprisingly. All this... too much. It's too much. And to be a vampire..? No, no I can't. I can't do it."



"We're almost there."



"Are we?"



"We'll be there tonight. Or within the next week at least."



"Feerbshord, I swear..."



"Let's go!" she called, smiling and standing. Oliua sighed and stood, glancing up into the sun before slipping the ring on the correct way.



"I was out hunting," Oliua whispered, "And I'll be back moments after you."



One-With-Magic walked ahead, deftly dodging sunbeams in the light-footed way a thief would. Oliua stared in surprise, shaking her head. Oliua stretched before following, heading back towards the camp and pausing before arriving. Eavesdropping was always fun.



"-mpire. Can't believe it."



"Neither can I! The great, dreaded Olus Upert becoming a vampire! And a woman! So hard to swallow. Oh, Grand Witch of Fire! Welcome back! Did you find anything, I'm starved."



"I did, it's outside the camp. An eaurty."



"A what now?"



"I don't remember how to say it in human."



"What?"



Oliua slipped into the camp and picked up the flask of troll's blood, draining it. She wondered how much blood she would end up needing every day, and hated it. She didn't want to rely on One-With-Magic every day just so she wouldn't go on a murderous rampage.



Well... if she kept up with her current group, she might go on a murderous rampage anyways.



Oliua put her ring on backwards and became visible, glaring at the group. "Sun's down. We moving soon? I don't want to stay a vampire."



One-With-Magic smiled and Theas shuddered, pulling his tunic up to cover his neck. Oliua brushed past him, looking at the trail and wishing she could go on it. "Your neck isn't the only place I can bite."



Oliua glanced back to see his reaction, and he surprisingly blushed. Oliua didn't know why, but didn't put any thought into it. She had to go up the side of a mountain, and she wasn't looking forward to it.



"Well, let's get going. Who's leading the way?"



"Vampires can see in the dark, so you should! I'll stay behind and catch everyone who falls, and keep the animals from following us. Noble and Cookie Cutter can decide who goes behind Nightstalker and who's in front of me."



Wulviva gladly stepped behind Oliua, and Oliua looked from the left to the right. She couldn't quite figure out how to get up safely, or without crushing two of her group.



There was a rock wall she couldn't quite climb, or a steep hill filled with dirt and sticks and sharp, small rocks. She tried to climb up the rock wall, but couldn't get more than waist-high before falling. Grumbling, she climbed the hill of dirt, leaving large footmarks for those who couldn't see in the dark.



Oliua turned around and watched Wulviva stumbling up, seeing Theas attempting to follow. "Could we please get some light? Please?"



One-With-Magic flared her wings, her arms shooting outwards in tandem with them. Oliua didn't get blinded, surprisingly, but rather her vision adjusted amazingly quickly. It must have been part of the painful transformation, when her eyes burned.



Wulviva and Theas were struggling to climb, even with the help of light. Granted, their shadows were obscuring their immediate footholds, but at least they had the chance to see where they were supposed to go for the easiest path.



Minutes later Wulviva had made it up, while Theas had fallen. Oliua chuckled to herself, watching in amusement. The darkness was seeming less dark than it had previously, even without One-With-Magic's wings assisting. The sun couldn't have been coming up, so was her vision just getting better and better?



She hoped so. She was tired of One-With-Magic being better than her at having night vision. Not only that, but her entire body felt a bit lighter. She couldn't precisely say why, but she felt stronger. Must have had something to do with the whole "vampire" thing.



She was also getting thirsty, and Wulviva smelled very tasty. Wincing, she realized she forgot to eat when she had the chance.



"I'm getting really hungry, so I'm going to go out and hunt down something. Keep those wings out Fiery Girl and I'll be able to find you. Sound good? If not I'll bite you Theas. And then probably you too Noble."



One-With-Magic smiled and laughed, waving her hand in the air and lighting up the entire area with a bright white flame. Wulviva gave Oliua a hug, much to Oliua's confusion, and Theas grumbled to himself something that Oliua didn't care to listen to.



"Byeofyrtghesd!" One-With-Magic called as Oliua turned and left. Oliua's stomach grumbled, otherwise she would have turned and asked what One-With-Magic meant.



She got out of her group's sight and keeled over. She puked up blood and shuddered. Now she was twice as hungry and feeling weak, not to mention in great pain. It was hard to walk, and when Oliua stood she swore she was even shorter. How short would she get? She didn't like being small, though it made her inconspicuous, which would be helpful.



Oliua closed her eyes and sniffed for as long as she could, but all she could smell was human, her group specifically. That was not acceptable food. What happened to all the wildlife that was there?



Egad, she called her friends "food" nonchalantly. She paled, running off into the the distance as fast and silently as possible, which was surprisingly fast and quiet, but she fell a number of times.



Fast? Yes. Strong? Yes. Naturally quiet? Yes. Clumsy? Very much so. She didn't appear to get any more balanced with the rest of her transformation.



Admittedly, she wanted to fight someone to figure out the limits of her strength. She figured it was a terrible idea though, especially if she was still this hungry. Oliua sincerely wished she knew more about vampires, as she wanted to find out what would end up happening to her.



Would she end up with incredible healing abilities? The complete immunity to human diseases? Would she get more powerful during the night and when she was hungry? How much blood did she need to survive? Would she need to eat other foods?



At this point, even another vampire would suffice for information gathering. Another vampire, like the terror of the night she was becoming...



Maybe she should just kill herself. That wouldn't be all that bad, would it? The only person who would really care about her death was Feerbshord, and she probably wouldn't find the body before it incinerated in the daytime, so it wouldn't seem like a suicide...



But that felt wrong to do. And the cure was so close, so very close... all she had to do was find another creature to devour and she'd never need to so much as taste blood ever again!



With that thought in mind, she sniffed once more, revealing small wildlife she couldn't identify. They didn't smell like anything she'd seen before, but she did smell one familiar thing.



Arachneyeid.



They were tasty, and the one she smelled seemed a bit... different somehow. As if her sense of smell was enhanced, and she could smell smaller differences from farther away. It seemed to be... wounded? Oh she hoped so. She didn't need another arm nearly cut off.



Nor did she want to be hungry again after a meal because she wanted to taste Arachneyeid blood again. Painful, her foot was painful. Why was it so painful?



Oh by Seng that wasn't good. Lost in the lovely smell of Arachneyeid blood, she didn't realize she had wounded herself. She had scrambled onto a rock shelf, somehow, and found her foot caught in a rather deep gap between rocks, just large enough for her foot to fall in. Without realizing it, she had kept going and broke her foot.



"Fleirnt damn rocks."



The rock cracked suddenly, and Oliua's eyes widened. The rock proceeded to explode, and Oliua let out a screech. She knew for a fact she didn't do that!



"Child of mine."



Oliua looked around, but saw nothing. "Humble yourself, child. I am Fleirnt, and you are my newest daughter. Undead daughter of mine, you must be confused. The city you abandoned now houses my High Priestess, if you wish to have all your questions answered, live well, and serve me now and when I allow you to enter the afterlife, go there. Within the city of Acksiin, my Priestess is impossible to miss. You may defy me if you wish, as you will be mine either way. Choose child."



Fleirnt. Fleirnt was speaking to her. She knelt, but felt her eyes burn as her vision went fuzzy. Everything was getting so... confusing... it was just so easy to give in to her urges and search for the Arachneyeid. Thinking could wait. Fleirnt could wait. She had food to catch.



She snapped her foot back into position and everything gained a red tint, but appeared in greater detail than ever before. It was as if she was seeing the true world for the first time, and it was glorious. She bounded the length of ten men in one leap, and that wasn't the beginning of her strength, as she was wounded and couldn't go any farther.



The Arachneyeid was sleeping, and was indeed wounded. It stood as tall as possible, seven of its eight legs elongated as much as possible as it tried to gain height. It was in the open, and all it's eyes were closed, but were it awakened it was prepared to strike in all directions.



Well, usually. It just so happened that a wounded Arachneyeid had the problem of being unable to do this, and thus an experienced hunter could take a sleeping, wounded Arachneyeid down with far less trouble than usual. They were still not to be underestimated, but it was possible, and usually the only way the valuable poisons in Arachneyeid's fangs were harvested, as it took an entire legion of a King's guards to take a live, unwounded adult Arachneyeid down.



The eighth, and wounded, leg was curled beneath it's bulbous body. If she were not a vampire, she wouldn't have seen the difference, as the color of the leg matched the color of it's body, blending in nearly perfectly despite enhanced vision.



Oliua stalked around to the side of the Arachneyeid with the wounded leg, and lunged as fast as possible, ignoring the sharp, piercing pain in her foot. That would heal. The Arachneyeid would not.



Her fangs entered right above an eye, giving the Arachneyeid the nasty wake-up surprise of her neck drinking it's lifeblood. It thrashed around and missed her with the two legs it could spare without it falling down and becoming off balanced, letting Oliua drain it of blood. The Arachneyeid was smaller than the previous one she had eaten, and had less blood from being wounded recently, but it was still a filling meal.



Delicious.



Oliua's vision tinted blue, eventually returning to it's normal color, albeit the detail did not disappear. She could see individual pieces of bark on trees at the edge of her vision, she could count the rocks underneath said tree, she could even count the blades of grass surrounding the now-deceased Arachneyeid, all without moving at all. Her peripheral vision seemed to be as detailed as what her focused vision was previously, and she grinned.



That, that was useful. Perhaps she would be able to see safes better. Or open coin purses, without being caught by guards.



Now just to find the way back. She located the broken rocks where she had broke her foot in the distance with her enhanced eyesight, leaning towards the ground with her hands in front of her like a wildcat preparing to pounce.



She leaped as far as possible, which turned out to be quite far. She made it past the rocks, and partway through a tree. She bit her tongue to avoid screaming, but she could feel her arm dislocating. She groaned after the pain had died down a tad, knowing she needed even more food to heal that.



Great.



Just great.



She sniffed the air, but didn't smell anything at all. The Arachneyeid was a faint smell, but obviously dead, and she couldn't smell her friends.



She'd just go hungry and hope One-With-Magic would fix her arm instead of wasting her newly-acquired blood on healing it.



Wait, wait, wait. How did she knew she could exchange the blood she had just drank from the Arachneyeid for power, and healing? That... what?



Her mouth gaped open, and she held back a shudder. That was either a great sign, or a terrible one. Either way, she didn't want to think about it. She had other things to think about, like wondering why her vision tinted red, and what that meant for her. She felt more powerful when it was like that, but she also got tired more quickly.



Was that like an emergency defense instinct? A hunting instinct?



Or was it due to Fleirnt?



Fleirnt had made contact with her. That was still sinking in. She needed to tell Feerbshord as soon as possible. But to do that, she needed to find her... and it seemed that they could go much faster without her.



Oliua arrived back at the spot she had left, and groaned. She could see the footprints, but they naturally went up the worst possible way. She begrudgingly followed the tracks, groaning to herself. Why? Just why?



Oh well, as the trip to the Arachneyeid had proved, she was far stronger than those mortals, and only at the cost of some of the blood she consumed.



Did that mean she didn't actually need blood to survive, just to get more powerful? Or was it a combination of the two? She had even more questions than before the Arachneyeid, and that was not good. She hoped for answers, but she'd settle for a cure.


Chapter 16

After a few minutes of scrambling up perilous rocks like the ones that had broken her foot, she sighed. It was too dangerous, it would be easier if she could just... jump.



Could she?



She found a decent foothold, where she could stand. The rest of the rock face before it looked like it flattened out was around the height of two and a half tall men. If she could make that, it would save her quite some time. She could smell her friends close by, and she assumed they were on the top of the rock shelf.



Her right arm hung limp at her side, her shoulder not where it was supposed to be. Her tongue throbbed from the multiple times she had bitten it, and she was all in all not in a good mood.



Still, she jumped up as high as she could, using the power of the Arachneyeid blood to fuel any extra height.



It scared her, her new awareness of how she was doing things, her new awareness of her ever-changing body. Blood was power to a vampire, and now she could see why.



And she could see that she was around eye-level with the tips of the trees growing on the rock shelf that was previously above her, and one of the branches hit her dislocated arm. She screeched, falling down with her eyes closed. She fell and hit something relatively soft, and sighed. At least it wasn't a rock.



"Gewihormmmph!"



Oliua opened her eyes to find herself on top of Wulviva. Wulviva squirmed and blushed, with tears in her eyes. Oliua stood, her vision going dark as she got lightheaded. It didn't stop there, as it took much more blood than she figured to jump so high. She was already hungry once more.



Things didn't get brighter like they should have, and Oliua didn't feel herself eating the ground.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




"I don't want to wake up, I need sleep," Oliua mumbled, feeling something sharp poke her cheek. She lazily opened her eyes and saw One-With-Magic poking her with a stick. "What?"



"I fixed up your arm and gave you some blood, and had to heal Noble too. What happened down there?" she asked, crossing her arms and staring at Oliua in such a way that it reminded her of a mother chastising her child.



"Fleirnt Himself spoke to me."



One-With-Magic's eyes brightened, and she hurriedly got out her journal and began furiously scribbling in it. Oliua rubbed her eyes and yawned, grumbling. She wanted to sleep, but if she did she would wake up to find herself on fire once again. She had enough of fire lately.



"The God of Death?"



"Yes. Father of all vampires, apparently. His High Priestess is in Acksiin, and I'm welcome."



Theas slowly backed away, holding his side. Oliua remembered it was still burned from when she woke up in the sun, and wondered how on Hrelsin he made it up so far.



"All done! So, Fleirnt must have created the first vampires! Incredible, it's no wonder they're so powerful! They must be the hidden Priests of Death! Oh, the King of Acksiin will- Oh, right. If the High Priestess of Fleirnt is in Acksiin, there's no chance the King will be alive."



Oliua closed her eyes and leaned against a tree, heaving a large sigh. "I'm exhausted from lack of sleep and hunger. That blood was not enough. Where are we sleeping?"



Everyone looked at One-With-Magic, who looked around. "Let's see... yep! Okay, there should be something obvious around here. Let's go this way!"



One-With-Magic left, and Oliua sighed. She stood and bounded after her in a single leap, without using any extra blood. Vampires were far stronger than humans after all.



Oliua flew straight into a branch and had the wind knocked out of her, causing her to fall while gasping for her breath. She officially hated mountains. "Fleirnt damn this mountain," she wheezed, feeling a strange power overtake her.



The mountain? Why just the mountain? Why not everything? she thought, confused. She didn't think that, or at least it wasn't really her thoughts. It was just her voice in her head, and she knew that human blood would taste wonderful, so why wait?



No, that was wrong. Those were not her thoughts. She shook her head and stood, breathing deeply and consistently. She did not want anything to do with that. Theas and Wulviva both ran up, Theas wincing every other step.



"This place better be close Feerbshord," Oliua whispered, closing her eyes and sighing. "Most of us are wounded, hungry, or tired. Or all three."



"It's right here, behind an illusion," One-With-Magic said, standing tall. "We come in need of a place to rest for the day, residents of the Temple of the Grand Night! Please accept our offering of not being destroyed!"



Oliua stared at One-With-Magic, aghast. "Offering of not being destroyed? Isn't that a threat?"



"Shhhhh."



The rocks that were in front of them disappeared slowly, one at a time, to reveal a temple. It was a simple enchantment to fool the senses, a rather common one, but it was strong. Oliua wouldn't have noticed it had One-With-Magic not pointed it out and caused the illusion to drop.



There were ancient, glowing runes scrawled across the sides of the temple, marking it and protecting it, Oliua assumed. "Praise Anrose!" a voice called, "Please, help us! Our temple has been cursed!"



Oliua walked in first, staring in surprise at the temple. Inside was elegant, far more so than any house of nobles she'd ever been in. Gold thread, precious gems studded within ceiling tiles, and even realistic paintings adorned the walls. There was even colored glass murals in the directions the sun rose and set.



The priests were wearing furs Oliua couldn't recognize, with the symbol of Anrose, a complicated swirl that drew the eye, and would infinitely go on if one continued to follow it's pattern, was present on each priest, with the metals and gems getting more valuable and precious the higher the rank of the priest.



"Cursed how?" One-With-Magic asked. The priests looked at each other and shook their heads.



"It was Seng. We shan't speak of his misdeeds. A single day of guests and ourselves partaking in the holiest of activities should cleanse the temple!"



"Praise Anrose," Theas said, tracing Anrose's symbol across his forehead and bowing before the solid emerald statue of Anrose, a strikingly handsome man that simultaneously made Oliua blush and made her blood boil, her instincts screaming to run. Oliua cocked her head and ignored the instinct, she didn't know Theas was religious.



"You're wounded!" the lowest priest exclaimed, rushing over and supporting Theas as he checked out the wounds. "Burns, cuts, bruises... what happened on your journey?"



"Monsters," Theas said, avoiding eye contact with Oliua. Oliua hid a grin by turning herself completely around, biting her lips until they bled to avoid giggling like a girl in love.



"I shall tend to your wounds. Follow, Son of Anrose."



"Devoted," Wulviva mumbled. "It's my first time seeing priests of Anrose. I've only ever been in a temple of Ruman. My parents were avid supporters of smiths."



Ruman, the God of War and Weapon-making, was revered among the more violent families, and a patron to many who sought a god without worries of rejection.



"Fancier than when I was last here," One-With-Magic mused, smiling. "The mural is new."



The Head Priest of the Temple smiled and inclined his head towards the ground, drawing the symbol of Anrose on his forehead. "I thought I had recognized you, Fiery Savior."



Oliua sighed and shook her head. "Is there anywhere you haven't saved? I thought you were largely sedentary, how did you go so many places?"



"We're right next to an old friend's living area! I've been here plenty of times!"



"Come, come! Let us embark upon a feast worthy of documenting forevermore!"



Oliua shuddered and had a bad feeling, but that may have been Fleirnt's cursed influence taking hold of her once more, trying to get her out of an area of Anrose's influence. While gods' influence was typically restricted to within their temples and places of worship, the more powerful of the gods could project themselves and their wills anywhere on Hrelsin, and Fleirnt was the strongest of the dark gods.



If Seng had truly cursed a Temple of Anrose, Fleirnt may be able to utilize all of his influence to protect, or use, Oliua as He wanted. Oliua did not want that.



Oliua could smell death as she approached the 'feasting room' as the priests called it. It was oddly reassuring, but also a terrible sign. Though it was probably where they kept the slaughtered wildlife for their meat, as they couldn't hide it elsewhere without the smell or sight breaking the illusion, as the feasting room was in the center of the temple, two floors below the entrance.



They got in to see a marvelous, large table made entirely of marble stretching from one end of the long room to the other, easily six full grown men in length, eighteen chairs on each side with one at the head and a statue of Anrose, made of granite, at the foot of the table.



Theas was already seated, as well as six other priests, all of whom sat with empty dishes in front of them. There were silver covers over the plates in the center of the table, and the Head Priest of the Temple seated them all, with Oliua as close to the statue of Anrose as possible.



"The feast begins now!"



Greenish-yellow ribbons darted from one end of the room to the other, lifting the covers off the plates and revealing cooked meat in each of them. There were no vegetables, fruits, grains, or drinks whatsoever.



Small portions of meat were lifted by the ribbons and deposited on each of the plates, whether the seat was empty or not, and the priests immediately began to eat. Oliua looked around in awe at the splendor and completely pointless spending the priests must have been doing simply to entertain them. Love for guests indeed.



"Mmh, this is good," One-With-Magic said, to which Theas and Wulviva agreed. Oliua glanced back down and picked up her fork and knife, beginning to cut off a piece. "What kind of meat is this? Arachneyeid?"



"Human."



Oliua dropped her fork and pushed the meat away quickly, covering her nose. The clamor of the fork and knife hitting the solid rock ground drew everyone's attention, and Oliua stood. She didn't have much, but she had enough blood to kill every one of the priests, assuming the curse of Seng was true.



"Seng's curse has destroyed this temple. We no longer feel pleasure from the consumption of others," the Head Priest of the Temple said, bowing. "My apologies. There is no greater love than that of consuming others to ensure safe and warm passage into the afterlife."



"What are you talking about?!" Oliua screeched, her eyes flaring red. "Eating humans is a disgraceful act! It's no wonder Seng could curse you!"



The priests stood all at once and looked down at Oliua, each of them tilting their heads to the ceiling in tandem. "Child, you may not disobey. While cursed, this is still a Temple of Anrose, and we priests have power greater than even the Fiery Savior."



Oliua felt her vision flickering, and shook her head. "Seng cursed the temple, your powers are weaker than they would otherwise be, else I would obey. But due to the curse, Anrose's influence is weaker here, is it not? Then, as a daughter of Fleirnt I demand you cease your despicable actions and allow me to leave, else I will burn down this temple and feed the ashes to a starving troll."



One of the priests threw a symbol of Anrose at Oliua, and it landed, burning her skin. "You shall become breakfast, then!"



The room shook, and a warmth dispelled a cold Oliua didn't realize was there. It was as if a comforting, lover's embrace was being given to her, and the voice that followed was smooth as honey and quelled all of her fear.



"Anrose, your control here is weak. Allowing a daughter of Mine into the heart of your temple without a way to defend yourself. Shame on you. I claim this temple for my own, a safe haven for all my daughters and sons."



The statue of Anrose shattered into hundreds upon hundreds of pieces, all flying at the priests. "Welcome to the afterlife. Say hello to Fleirnt for me," Oliua said, grateful for Fleirnt's intervention. She had no doubt that in her state, she would have lost the fight with the priests without consuming human blood to enhance her power, even with One-With-Magic's help.



The priests screamed as everything directly relating to Anrose within the temple shattered, fell, or otherwise broke and their souls were ripped out of their still-living flesh. "Go, daughter of mine. Consume them or face the same fate."



No.



No, this couldn't be happening.



Anything but that. Anything at all. Just not that. She was so close to the cure, so close... but if that was the price for accepting Fleirnt into her being, of becoming a monster...



"Gods protect my mind."



She approached the last living priest, the Head of the Temple, and bit into his neck.



He.



Tasted.



Incredible.



Incredible didn't even begin to describe the taste. It was as if every good taste Oliua ever had exploded within her mouth and exponentially got tastier as time went on. It was as if she had just finished making love to a beautiful woman, no a queen, and knew she had no more cares in the world. It was as if the gods themselves had blessed her, all at once, and she had become the ultimate being, stronger than the gods themselves. She had become truly immortal.



Her eyes flared red, her blood threatened to explode out of her and destroy everything, and darkness ruled the entire world, as far as she could see. She was invulnerable, and wanted more.



More.



More.



MORE!


Chapter 17

One Thousand Two Hundred and Thirteen years prior




A short woman, followed by a young, frightened looking girl walked into the grand hall, and the girl hugged the woman. The tree branches parted and allowed the two noble figures to become revealed, the girl screeching and begging to run away.



"Is this her?" the man wearing a crown of thorns and berries asked, motioning to the scared girl.



"Yes, the Little Flame from the destroyed caravan. She's been with me for years, and as you can see has adapted to magic quite well. Her focus is on the flame."



"Blessings of the greats upon you."



"And may the damned beseech your apologies, Your Majesty."



The woman, an elf, closed her eyes and hummed; blue power, her Spirit, went sparking between her fingers until she disappeared. She was a close friend of the young girl's, and a very powerful magician, even by elven standards.



"What is your name young one?" King Arldwin Orthio asked the girl. He wore a kind face and long robes made out of woven grass, and stood taller than any she had seen before.



"I-I don't remember my King. I-I-I have adopted Little Flame as my name, as the one with us previously has taken to calling me."



"Little flame, may we see your Spirit?"



Little Flame closed her eyes and breathed deeply through her mouth, relaxing and letting her head loll back. Gentle warmth embraced her, wings sprouting from her back softly, cautiously, as Little Flame expressed her innermost, vulnerable, self.



Tendrils of flame gently caressed King Arldwin Orthio and Queen Seena Orthio, eliciting smiles from both of them. Arldwin raised his hands, and in the background twenty pairs of swordsmen all clashed together at once.



Little Flame lost her relaxed composure and snapped to attention, turning towards the wall of leaf where the sound came from. The fires retracted into her, before splitting into a large humanoid form, controlling wings flaring out from behind her. The Man Of Fire roared a wordless, bloodcurdling roar before the leaves reacted and extinguished the flames.



"Incredible. To see a human with such powerful magic is simply incredible. Perhaps, with training and diligence, humanity may receive the same Blessings of the Gods as we elves have. Though they are too impatient with their short lives to accomplish such grand deeds."



"I-I-I offer my deepest and sincerest apology my King! I-"



"Do not worry Little Flame! It was merely a test to see if you were as battle hungry as the other humans who have desired training. You are not."



Little Flame gasped and held her hands crossed over her heart. "Does that mean..?"



"You may join our society."



Little Flame broke down crying tears of happiness, and Queen Seena Orthio walked over and hugged her. "Shhh, be silent human. Crying in public is not normal."



Little Flame, Feerbshord, hugged the Queen back. "Thank you my Lady. Thank you."



Present




Feerbshord blinked the memory away, staring at the incredible sight. The meat, so precious within elven society, was amazingly flavorful, more so than the troll meat she usually cooked. It was a common misconception that trolls carried disease, if cooked right troll meat was the healthiest meat there was.



"Mmh, this is good. What kind of meat is it?"



"Human."



By Reeyreefghyt of the Great Pantheon, that was bad. If Oliua had any of it, things would turn out terrible. Feerbshord sharply looked up at Oliua, but saw her drop her fork to the ground. It drew the attention of the priests, and an argument ensued.



She was in a Temple of Anrose, so her power wouldn't be at it's peak. Her Eternal Flame was kept burning by Reeyreefghyt of the Great Pantheon, an Ancient Elven God, and one of the nameless demon gods, who had little power within Human Holy Locations. Consequently, she had to rely on her own fire to fight, which would not be enough to deal with a single priest, much less a whole convent of them.



The Statue of Anrose shattered as Fleirnt took over, dispelling the power of Anrose. In the transition, Feerbshord had full control once more. Her status once more raised to demigod and she let her wings flare out.



"Consume them or face the same fate."



"Gods protect my mind."



No. No no no no. The next thing Feerbshord knew, Oliua was draining the Temple's Head Priest of blood, and her flames fizzled out as the temple became a Holy Location for Fleirnt.



After two minutes, Oliua dropped the deceased priest to the ground and turned.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




He was out of blood. Already it was as if her power high was dying down a significant portion. While she was still more powerful than ever before, it was unlike the total invulnerability she held while actively drinking human blood.



She licked her lips, her vision tinted so red she could barely see. Yet three sharp outlines of pulsing, flowing orange light came to her easier than everything else, right where her prey was standing.



Blood. She could see their blood. Oh, it looked so delicious!



"I'm sorry, but I need more. So just die quickly, without a fight."



She was on Theas and biting into his neck before he could blink an eye, with Theas screaming and gurgling beneath her fangs. She could feel Wulviva pounding on her back, but it was no use.



"I'm sorry, my friend," One-With-Magic said. Something hard and cold hit her on the side of the head, and she fell unconscious.



Slightly too late though. Theas was out of blood.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Feerbshord held her mouth closed as she retched. An ancient symbol was freezing on Oliua's head, and hopefully clearing it of Fleirnt's poison. "Who is it that threatens my daughter? Ah. A friend of hers. Die."



The walls broke free and formed humans as the undead souls of great warriors possessed them, all wielding spears, swords, and shields of the purest marble with razor-sharp gemstone tips. Even if the sharp gems didn't kill them, they would be bludgeoned to death by the sheer weight of the marble.



Feerbshord deeply inhaled, her arms spread wide as her Spirit collected into one small spot. In Elvish, she began to chant. "I, Little Flame, am unworthy! I submit myself before The Greatness of the Infallible Pantheon!"



"What is it you are doing, mortal? Die!"



There was a tone of panic in Fleirnt's voice, which gave Feerbshord no small amount of satisfaction. There was a reason Seng avoided her entirely.



"I humbly plead for your assistance! I have already fallen in battle before the battle truly began, as my mortal form cannot stand to that of a god! As the one of the two last followers, I pray! Please protect me! Smite the human god of Death and Destruction!"



The world shook as Fleirnt's host and planar residence, Hrelsin's Triennial Moon, was smashed to bits by the united power of the forgotten Elven Gods.



While generally inactive, the Great Gods of the Elven Race were all powerful. The weakest of Elven Gods could take on two or three other Gods, depending on who they were. The strongest of the Human and Demon Gods, though, could withstand them.



None could even avoid their combined wrath, though it had only been called for a handful of times throughout all of history, and granted even fewer than that. Feerbshord, as a defect pledged to the Elven Gods and one of the last worshippers, was the only mortal to have ever called upon them twice. Once, hundreds of years ago when in a conflict with Seng, and just then to destroy a large portion of Fleirnt's influence.



The cost of simply pleading to the gods for those who were not deemed holy, such as priests or chosen ones like vampires, varied depending on how the gods treated it. To contact the entire Pantheon of Elven Gods, and to get them to move and nearly banish Fleirnt would cost a far greater amount than she ever had paid.



Blood sprayed out of her nose, mouth, ears, and eyes all at once as pure pain swept lightning fast through her body. She collapsed and found she couldn't breath.



"I swear to the Pantheon, I shall release the elves."



The Gods released their grip on her, and she panted heavily and quickly to catch her breath. She crawled over to Oliua and set her hand on the back of her head, pouring Spirit Flame into her in an attempt to cure her of her newfound addiction to human blood.



Sure, she may be directly touched by Fleirnt, but that was no matter for a demigod, right? The price she would pay in the afterlife was unimaginable. She had to enjoy her life on Hrelsin as much as possible, as she had done so much that she may have warranted being destroyed completely and utterly.



Not even eternal servitude. Simply inexistence.



How many gods had she angered directly? How many indirectly? Far more than she had pleased. If she was doomed, she wanted to spend all her time doing what she needed to do, and doing what she loved. She needed to lay down her agenda with Oliua. She wasn't just looking for a cure, she was finalizing her spell to free the trapped Elven souls.



She would deliver the souls manually to the Pantheon of Greatness upon her death, and accept punishment for her misdeeds by the many, many gods who wanted to punish her.



She had been alive thirteen to fifteen hundred years, yet only truly made two friends. She lived a depressing life, and her afterlife looked even more dreary. There was no way to change it now, as it was far, far too late.



Feerbshord mustered the strength to stand, and hobbled over to Theas. She never liked him, it was true, but to see him killed by Oliua... she couldn't believe it. Was human blood that powerful? That addictive? That...



Theas' mouth was opened slightly in a gasp of protest, his eyes blank and staring straight ahead. He was paler than Oliua, and the human blood she had consumed had made her paler than the snow atop the highest of mountains. Feerbshord touched his cheek, the same spot she touched all of those who died that she knew. Her parents, when she was but a child, the King and Queen Orthio, her oldest friend whose name it hurt to remember, and now Theas. She barely knew him, but she knew he deserved better than to die at the hands of his friend in an uncontrollable rage.



She ran her fingers over the bite mark on his neck. Oliua's fangs had cut through leather to get to his blood as if it simply weren't there. A vampire's fangs were strong indeed. She noted their strength in her journal. It was strong enough. It was perfect. She couldn't, and wouldn't, use Oliua's fangs though. She needed an older vampire for what she planned.



Wulviva was shaking, so Feerbshord hobbled over as her strength began returning in droves. "Jeeyruuffthgbnyyesdft," she said as quickly as possible. "Sorry. Don't worry, Oliua will be back as herself... this is why you have to stay away from her fangs. A taste of human blood is enough to addict a vampire, and that includes yours. I have plenty of troll's blood for her when she awakes."



"She wasn't herself. That wasn't the vampire I knew."



"It was Fleirnt's influence."



"W-what happened to it?"



"Do not ask that question. You will not like the answer at all. Just be thankful you were further away from her than Theas was. She won't be like that when she wakes up, I made sure of that."



Wulviva was silent, tears streaming down her face as she looked at Theas. "I-I can't stop staring. He's really dead... and by his own friend. Maybe Mother was right, I am just a child..."



"You are. You should not be here, young one. But it was Oliua who said you should join, and I would destroy the moon to save her." Feerbshord chuckled, though it was empty-sounding. "I did destroy a moon to save her."



Oliua spasmed within her sleep, her transformation into a full-fledged vampire completing itself. She was short, shorter than both Wulviva and Feerbshord, though rather well endowed. Her form was perfect for hunting humans, short enough to not be a notice to guards, sexy enough to seduce men into lowering their guards, and lithe enough to perform the acrobatics vampires were capable of when blood-strengthened.



Oliua's hair was a blood red, and her skin was so pale it looked like she was deadly ill. While looking frail, Feerbshord could see the god-enhanced muscle beneath her softer, fatty tissue as she moved. Feerbshord knelt down next to her, moving aside her hair and sighing. "This is all my fault. If I had just remembered how devoted they were to Anrose... if I had just kept going... if we had been slower... if anything had gone differently, you wouldn't be like this... if you hadn't even met me, you would have lived a long, normal life."



Wulviva knelt next to Feerbshord to give her company, and Feerbshord felt tears welling up in her eyes. It was her fault. It really was. She needed to fix it. They weren't far from her old rival, if he didn't know the cure, he would know the mage who did. And if he didn't know, there was no cure, and Feerbshord would have to...



She would have to...



Kill...



Oliua.



She would have to... she'd have to kill her, put her out of her misery. Eternal life was not a boon. She would have to save her only friend left by killing her.



It must have been Fleirnt's punishment for transgression. If it came down to it, she didn't know if she would be able to.



Would she? Be able to kill her only true friend? The only one who had the slightest idea of her life?



The one whose life she ruined?



She had better be able to. For Oliua... for Olus' sake, not her own. But before that, she needed to find out if there was a cure. If there was a cure, everything would be alright.



Everything would be perfect.



Until she had to go.


Chapter 18

Oliua woke with a start, gasping for breath. She had the worst dream, about-



She was in a temple. So not a dream. That wasn't good. The last thing she could remember, she was draining the divine tasting blood of the priest. Everything after that was just red, blurry, and painful. What happened exactly?



One-With-Magic was on the floor and asleep, Wulviva next to her, sitting awake. Theas was a ways off, sleeping more soundly than Oliua had ever seen him before. All the priests were elsewhere, and the smell of their rotting bodies caused Oliua to gag.



The noise Oliua made caused Wulviva to look up, fear in her eyes. Oliua rubbed her head, where it felt like a spike of glacial ice from an angry mage hit her. "What happened?"



"Fleirnt took control of you, or something. You... you went out of your mind and... and..."



"Bit a priest? That was as a thanks for Fleirnt saving me."



"Killed Theas."



"What."



Oliua walked over to Theas and choked on air as she saw him. The smell of death was stronger next to him, and the lifelessness in his body seemed to drain the life out of her. "He... what happened? Fleirnt killed Theas? Why?"



"No, you did. You drank all his blood in seconds."



Oliua vomited next to Theas. She couldn't have. He was her oldest friend. Dead? She'd thought he died three-no, four times previously. The first time he was stabbed through both legs, and had scars. The second he nearly drowned. The third time he was kidnapped and didn't return for two years.



The fourth time Oliua could barely remember, as both of them were exceedingly drunk, and that whole week was a blur. She vaguely remembered six assassins going for the wrong target, and needing a healer for Theas.



Thinking about it, Theas always was the unlucky one.



"I can't look at him anymore," Oliua said, turning away from Theas. "Let's get out of here."



Oliua walked over and picked up One-With-Magic, holding her neck so that her head didn't sustain damage if she had to run. It appeared she was holding a large infant. A very, very large infant.



Something clanged on the ground and Oliua sighed. "Pick that up, will you? We've got to get going now and find somewhere before it becomes day. I will not burn to death today."



Wulviva followed her instructions perfectly, and Oliua walked out as quickly as possible. There was debris in every place she looked, and it seemed like the bodies of her friend and the priests would be buried soon. "Hurry!"



There was no immediate rush, as nothing was rumbling or giving way to falling. Nevertheless, the place was already associated with terrible memories, and Oliua wanted out. Everywhere she went, horrible things ended up happening. Even when she was completely legal in Syef, helping out at a farm, there was a bandit raid that killed the landowners.



And now she was carrying the one who was arguably her only friend now, with a noble she stole from following, while they both avoided the deadly, deadly sunlight.



Life was just getting worse and worse. How had she fallen that low?



How had she become a "she" anyways?



"Gods, they're serious. The temple entrance is broken."



The glass from the two murals on the walls had fallen into the entrance and broken into hundreds of shards. "If only the Grand Witch of Fire was awake," Wulviva mumbled. "She'd know what to do."



Oliua bit her lip and jumped across the glass and through the door, a shard of glass cutting her feet. She landed, and the glass was pressed further into her flesh. She bit back her screams of pain and set down One-With-Magic on the ground before jumping back to repeat the process with Wulviva.



She set down Wulviva and groaned, taking off her ruined shoes. "Damn Fleirnt. He cursed me?"



Oliua cursed profusely and removed as many pieces of glass as possible, cleaning the wound to see. It was extremely painful.



She heard a thunk, and groaned. "I will kill anything that means me harm," she said, snarling and revealing her fangs. She turned to see Wulviva twitching on the ground, troll's blood dripping from her mouth. Her eyes were glazed, and the canteen of blood Oliua had drunk from many a time was open and next to her.



"Paralysis confirmed, twitching shows the visions are present, and she seems to be growing taller. That was a concentrated batch, took me three weeks to make," One-With-Magic grumbled, sitting up and holding her head. "Oh, feels like I drank a bottle of Eyurt."



"What happened after I... after Fleirnt..."



"You don't want to know. And I don't want to relive it."



They were silent, and Oliua sighed. "What's happening to her?"



"Well, it's a concentrated version of what happened to you. She'll probably wake up turning into a man. I was going to poison someone's drink at the next inn we stopped by, but this works too."



Oliua glared at One-With-Magic and shook her head. "How can you be so childish? Poisoning someone for the sake of "science"? Really? How old are you again? Why do you act like this?"



One-With-Magic let her wings flare out and raised her hands. "See me? This is me. These wings are basically my soul in the form of magic, or at least a part of it. I'm so old I lost a true count. I met the elves after my family died, and only one of them truly became a friend, even though they were all nice. Then all of them died. I didn't want to lose anyone else, so for the next thousand years I threw myself into learning.



"Do you see now? It's all I've done for as long as I remember clearly. I can't tell you what my old friend was like, and only general things from the time of the elves, except the things I needed for my research. Research and science was my only friend for a thousand years, I don't know how to react with humans. They're just subjects for my research to me. I can't just change my ways, the elves didn't do it fast and they taught me not to change unless needed. I haven't needed to! You're my first real friend in a thousand years, and I know you feel you're stuck with me until I can change you back.



"You ask why I act childish? It helps get humans to participate in my research. People are more likely to help an innocent teenage girl than an ancient witch. There are many people who don't believe in magic as a tool to help, just a weapon. They'd sooner kill me than help me. Most of these things I do by habit. You want me to stop?



"Kill me."



One-With-Magic turned away and knelt by Wulviva, and she seemed to gather an aura of anger around her, small fires lighting around them. Oliua opened her mouth but closed it, walking off. She needed time alone.



"Kill the girl."



Oliua spun around and saw a faint ghost standing, glaring. He stood monstrously tall, easily the height of two and a half or even three men, holding a giant club with spikes spread liberally around it. His muscles were bigger than a well-fed troll's, and he looked rather like a small giant. His face was half torn and half burned, his skull showing at the bottom left of his face. What remained of his face was locked in a sneer, and he was obviously looking down on Oliua. "Kill her and you shall become my vessel, blessed by myself and Seng."



Oliua's eyes widened and she quickly bowed as low as she could, effectively planting her face on the ground in front of the god. "Milord." She dared say no more, as a god appearing in front of one was simply unheard of. And offering to become a vessel would elevate her soul beyond that of compare, securing her afterlife and mortal time as a ruler, with anything she wanted. It was a tempting offer. Very tempting.



But she would have to kill her last friend to do it.



"You hesitate. You know not of what she did to me. She destroyed the moon I resided in simply to cleanse your thirst for blood. Her arrogance shall be her downfall. Even if you do not kill her, in her afterlife she will be destroyed. Her protectors will not be able to protect her then."



"I-If I don't?"



"You shall die too. You have a fortnight to do it."



Oliua paled and Fleirnt's ghostly mortal appearance disappeared with an impossible flash of blackness that seeped into Oliua and gave her power.



A fortnight to kill One-With-Magic, or they would both die. She ambled back, completely lost in thought. One-With-Magic didn't look up when she arrived and sat down.



"You didn't tell me you destroyed Fleirnt's residence."



One-With-Magic stiffened and her heart rate increased enough for Oliua to smell her blood clearer. It smelled... sour, almost.



"How did you know?"



"Fleirnt appeared in front of me in a ghostly mortal form. He was terrifying, and he wants you dead. I have fourteen nights to kill you, or we both die."



One-With-Magic closed her eyes and mouthed some words in elvish. "Good, that's good. Fourteen nights should be enough. You'll be able to kill me."



Oliua's eyes flew open and she stood, shaking her head. "No, no no no. You do not just get to say-"



"I do, and I am. I've been alive so long that I don't care anymore. The only thing I need to do will be ready before the end of that timeframe. Kill me, I don't care."



"Fleirnt said your afterlife-"



"It won't happen. I know. I will pay for my transgressions against Seng and Fleirnt. I've used the gods for my selfish reasons, I never expected to get away with it. I just hope I can cure you in time to die."



Oliua walked over and slapped One-With-Magic, whose head stayed looking left, her cheek red. "Feerbshord, don't you talk about death like it's-"



"Inevitable? Not a big deal? I'm ready to embrace it. You have no idea what I've done over the years, I'm glad to be rid of it all. I'll have no worries, no nothing. Don't bring it up again."



Wulviva groaned and fluttered her eyes, holding her temples on both sides before sitting up and leaning against a tree.



"Why did you drink that Noble?" One-With-Magic asked, glaring, her previous conversation forgotten.



"I-I want to be a vampire," she sputtered, coughing up blood. It was not troll's blood, as Oliua could smell. "Isn't that how Nightstalker became one?"



"You're an imbecile. You're worse than a troll in the sunlight being smacked around by a scholar. You're like a rock falling off a cliff, you trollbait. She was bitten by a vampire during Fleirnt's Time of Power! Even a cure administered immediately couldn't save her from succumbing to his influence!"



Wulviva blushed and lowered her head in shame. "Now we don't have any blood for Oliua to drink either. It's a good thing she had all that blood in the temple..."



Oliua choked and hit One-With-Magic in the arm. "Do not bring that up."



One-With-Magic put her wings away and lit a small fire in the middle of their little clearing. Oliua took the moment to glance around.



It was just outside the illusion of rocks that was the Temple of Anrose but not within the forest quite yet. There was the remnants of an ancient path, probably to a well or hunting grounds, to their left.



"When Noble stops coughing up blood, we'll continue. We're close to where we need to go."



"You've said that for quite a while," Oliua mumbled, sighing. She wondered when she'd next get hungry. Soon, probably.



"Bite me," Wulviva begged, crawling over. "Please! Bite me!"



"What? No! No! Not right now, at least. After everything that just happened, if I sink my teeth into another human I will end up killing everyone in this country."



Wulviva ripped her expensive tunic and exposed her neck, and quite a bit of her shoulder. "Bite me!"



Oliua took Wulviva's hand and stood her up. "No. I don't know how to make you a vampire, and I will not do it right now. Ask later."



Wulviva pouted, but went silent. 



One-With-Magic stood, eyes filled with sadness. "Let's go."



They walked solemnly, and Wulviva was confused. She didn't know the argument that occurred, but had the social skills to recognize something she didn't need to know about happened, and avoided the topic.



Oliua simply looked around them, keeping track of the wildlife. Now that she wasn't hungry, she could smell so much more wildlife than when she was. She figured it must have been a survival instinct that made her only smell blood she could drink for a filling meal when hungry.



Small, furry creatures slept in the trees, tiny reptiles hid beneath rocks, and a rogue troll smashed a rock in the distance. Wulviva was following the light of One-With-Magic's wings, and Oliua followed them explicitly by smell and luck. Well, lack of luck. She kept tripping and hurting herself. They were only small injuries, but they were starting to add up.



"We're here!" One-With-Magic chirped. Oliua sighed in relief, glad her moods changed with the wind. Oliua glanced at where One-With-Magic was motioning, and it was a solid rock wall. They were around halfway up a mountain, and Oliua was not amused.



"Wait, is that the trail from when we started climbing?" Oliua asked, glaring at One-With-Magic.



"Yep."



"You're telling me we didn't take it, despite it going to where we needed? Theas DIED because of it. You better have a Seng-blessed reason to have avoided it."



"That old rival of mine is behind this rock face, and he keeps an eye on the trail for visitors, because he figures nobody would try to climb up any other way. And trust me, if you knew him like I do, you would realize why I didn't take it. All three of you would have died on the trail if he didn't like you. He's much easier to deal with when surprised."



"So he doesn't know we're here?"



"Nope!"



"Awesome."


Chapter 19

One-With-Magic reached down and picked up a rock, flipping it into the air and watching it spin before catching it. She licked her lips and closed her eyes, swallowing it.



"G-Grand Witch of Fire!"



Wulviva coughed up blood and stared at her bloody hand in shock. Oliua looked away, into the distance. She didn't want to know what One-With-Magic was doing, since the last time she saw her swallow something that looked like a rock she was possessed by a demon god.



Thinking about it, One-With-Magic was probably the most religious person she knew, and that included priests. She was so in-tune with so many gods that it was simply incredible. It must have been because of the elves, because normal human bodies would just collapse under the scrutiny of a single god, and the constant pressure from the love, hatred, interest, and indifference of so many gods would drive any insane.



It was truly impressive.



The view from the mountain was impressive too. There were large trees blocking her sight on either side of her, but directly in front of her there was a small clearing just large enough to see from, and she could see the Kingdom of Death.



It was horrific. There was no doubt in her mind, the Kingdom was Seng-damned indeed. Rivers ran black with unspeakable poisons that killed all they touched, lakes were tinted green all around, and there were uncountable dead or dying trees, all without leaves. There was exactly one village in sight, and Oliua got the feeling it was the City of Lead, and that was a solid day's persistent walk away from where they were. And that was assuming they didn't get lost or burnt to a crisp.



There was a solitary mountain in the distance, one that was supposed to house the Capital of the Kingdom of Death. It was supposed to be the most deadly city on Hrelsin, with crime at an all time low due to the absolutely insanely high suicide rate.



The guards there had more trouble keeping people from jumping off the mountain than trying to prevent a murder.



Actually, it may not have been a mountain at all. She heard rumors the local mine had discovered a hollow inner chamber within the mountain while mining for iron and the makings of steel. The chamber supposedly housed a "lake of fire and lava" that produced a scalding heat that killed three miners.



Oliua believed it. It made sense, as even in winter the city was never supposed to get cold. Though that meant it was the second volcano discovered in Hrelsin, and the first discovered wiped out an entire kingdom when it erupted. Would the Kingdom of Death burn down if the capital erupted? Oliua hoped so, the entire country was terrible and she hated it.



"Let's get going," One-With-Magic said. Oliua turned around to see Wulviva panting and resting against a dead tree and One-With-Magic with her wings out, but smaller than she had ever seen previously.



One-With-Magic placed her hand carefully over the rock and grinned, giggling to herself. "This is going to be fun. Get ready to run in, and make sure you avoid the flying rocks. They'll hurt or kill you!"



"Wait, what?"



One-With-Magic lunged forward and placed her other hand on top of the one already on the rock. She pushed with all her strength and the rock moved backwards a fraction. It suddenly started sinking into the ground at a slow pace, then quickly. Before she knew it, Oliua was staring into a cave. There were rocks hanging down from the ceiling, stalactites she believed they were called, as if they were icicles. Then they fell and spun towards them, flying at them.



One-With-Magic dodged and laughed, letting her wings out. Her laugh got louder and racked her whole body, and Oliua dodged a rock. Wulviva barely managed to as well, but then One-With-Magic spun in a circle and coughed up the rock she had swallowed.



The entire cave was bathed in a purple fire. It strangely didn't hurt, but Oliua could see the rocks beneath her melting. It was disconcerting, as the rocks were melting but it felt like they were... water, almost. The liquid rock was cold when Oliua knew intrinsically it should have been very hot.



She slipped on the melting rocks, falling to the ground, hearing a crack, and twisting her hand completely backwards. She stared at it, disgusted. It was hanging limply, yet she could feel no pain.



"Stop, stop! Praise the mother, stop!"



The flames died out and a middle-aged man in a dark brown robe ran out, waving away smoke. "I have experiments you're melting! Damn you elf-born."



"Oh be silent child."



"Your mother was a troll."



"I am your mother."



"Yeah, yeah. I'd offer you tea, mother, but you would think I'd have put poison in it. And by all chances, you'd be right. Why are you still alive? Just die already."



"Two weeks and I'll be dead. I hope you're not there."



The man waved away the comment, looking at Wulviva and Oliua. "And you brought me a dying girl and a dead one. I don't need them."



"Oh by Reeyreefghyt of the Great Pantheon. Noble, stand up!"



Wulviva shakily stood before collapsing to her knees. She coughed up more blood and promptly fell into unconsciousness. "Dead and dying. Mother, why do you do this to me?"



Oliua stood and cracked her hand back the right way, letting her powerful regeneration take over. "Why is he calling you mother? You've got some explaining to do Feerbshord."



The man's brown eyes lit up and he laughed. "Vampire! You brought me a vampire! I can't believe you did it! You befriended a vampire!"



One-With-Magic smiled and curtsied, laughing. "She was bitten not all that long ago. She found me and saved me from a Raised. She got a cure, but it was Fleirnt's time of power, so-"



"Oh! That was you wasn't it, summoning the pantheon?"



One-With-Magic turned towards the wall and sent a burst of fire to it. "Let's go have tea."



She walked ahead, leaving Oliua, the dying Wulviva, and the man all in the cave. The man turned to Oliua and held out his hand. "I assume you don't want to be a vampire, and that's why Mother took you here. Pleasure to meet you, you may call me Rock."



"Oliua Upert, thief. Former thief, at least. I'll probably go become a farmer after this, troll-infested occupation thievery is..."



"Ooh, wheat farmer?"



Oliua rolled her eyes and went over to Wulviva, picking her up. She was getting cold.



"Bite her. If you want to save her, that is. I assume this is one of my mother's experiments, right? It's been hundreds of years since I last saw her. I hoped I'd next see her when she was in a grave, but this will have to do. Anyways, bite her. She's going to die without vampiric regeneration. Newly-bitten vampires have arguably the best regeneration, because they're not yet weak to the sun and blessed water."



"Move away. If I even taste her blood you're doomed too."



Rock laughed, his hood finally coming off. Oliua could see his eyes and gauge his age before, but now she had a full view of his face. He was a bit wrinkly, but had a full beard and mustache combination, both brown. His head was completely shaved, and there was a demon god's symbol pulsating on the crown of his head. "I don't think you understand who you're messing with."



"You don't either. I'm Fleirnt-blessed."



Rock smiled and the cave rumbled. "Everything here is at my disposal."



Everything tinted red and Oliua stood taller, her eyes lighting up without her realizing it. "Your blood smells rather sweet, you know."



The faint form of Fleirnt shot into her vision, and a menacing aura grew from her. Was... was she becoming... no, He had a High Priestess, right? A vessel then. Was she...



"Do not kill him, vessel."



Vessel? Oliua thought, confused. But I haven't killed Feerbshord yet.



"But you will. I sense it. So I shall grant you the power of the Ancients, and the title of Vessel. When you approach one of My Holy Places I shall grant you your full power. Use it well."



Trembling, Oliua thought back Thank you milord.



She bowed, and then stood. Rock laughed harder, not having been invited to the private conversation. "I'm the powerful one here, and-"



"Powerful enough to take on Fleirnt's vessel in one-on-one combat?"



Rock choked, and Oliua closed her eyes as her limbs were flooded with power. Darkness wrapped around her, and Oliua found she could somewhat control it. "This is the power of the Ancients, then?"



As everything was still red, she was still in her most powerful form. Oliua closed her eyes and navigated over to Wulviva by smell only, biting into her neck. She didn't drink any blood, but let her instincts take over. She needed to make her a vampire while Fleirnt's influence surrounded her.



She had no idea how. She bit harder.



How did she become a vampire again? It was... a fiery sensation, like her blood was boiling. And her blood was slightly sucked out. She tried to recreate the sensation, and began to drink.



The blood was so very tasty. But not like the priest's blood. Nothing like it. Oliua let her eyes shoot open as she understood.



Her breathing stopped, her heart stopped, and she completely froze as wordless magic ran out from her and darkness seeped into the bite wound. It would have been better if she were a mage and used to using magic. But she wasn't, so she was running solely on instinct.



"How did you become a vessel?"



Oliua turned around, her fangs still in Wulviva's neck. It was extremely awkward, maneuvering around with Wulviva in her mouth. She motioned to her fangs, glaring.



"S-sorry Vessel."



The darkness connecting the two disappeared, and Wulviva's irregular breathing began to regulate. Oliua hadn't even noticed that both their breathing rates were disrupted. Her own breathing started again as the magic stopped, her heart resuming its normal, rather useless functions. She could feel herself... changed once more.



She glanced over herself. Nothing was obvious from just looking at her, but she had a greater sense of what was happening in her body and around her. The power of the Ancients... she'd have to ask One-With-Magic about it.



"S-so, how did you become a vessel for Fleirnt?"



"I had a friend until a few hours ago. Another thief, he knew me well. But the temple of Anrose down a ways-"



"Damn cannibals."



"-didn't' tell us they served human meat. Fleirnt made me attack the priests, and I drained them of blood. Then I became addicted, and drained my friend. Feerbshord did something after that, and I don't remember anything until waking up, but that's when she destroyed Fleirnt's moon."



"She did what?"



"Fleirnt wants her dead within two weeks. I told her, and she said she's going to let me kill her by then. She just hopes you have a cure for vampirism."



Rock's eyes closed as he walked towards where One-With-Magic was, the rocks adjusting themselves beneath his feet.



Oliua set Wulviva in a comfortable position, an odd... maternal feeling overtaking her. She had some questions for One-With-Magic and Rock.



She walked out into the room where One-With-Magic was drinking tea and stared in awe. It put the capitol building of Acksiin to shame. There were no locks, unfortunately, but Oliua could see everything a person could want. Powerful magicians could have anything, she'd always heard that. She had no idea it was so true.



Of course, after One-With-Magic was dead...



She didn't want to think of it. She sat and looked at One-With-Magic, tapping the table. "Nightstalker."



"What is your relation to Rock?" Oliua asked, Rock sitting down between them. The stone table they were at was circular, and much more comfortable than it sounded.



"I'm his mother, of course. He found out he had magic all those years ago, and nobody would adopt him, so I did. How long ago was that, seven hundred years ago?"



"Give or take sixty years, yes. You should be dead twice over by now, Elf-born."



"Quiet trollbait. Hungry Nightstalker?"



Oliua shook her head. "I had some of Wulviva's blood before I came in, and that priest's, and Theas' blood too."



One-With-Magic stood and mumbled something in Elvish, but Oliua bounded out of the way by doing a backflip. She rotated half a rotation too many and landed on her hands, causing her to bound back a bit more and land on her feet. "Fleirnt spoke to me again before I bit her. I shall be his vessel."



One-With-Magic assumed a combat position, and Oliua bit her tongue. "What exactly is the 'Power of the Ancients that Fleirnt spoke of?"



Feerbshord had a sharp intake of breath before sighing. She sat and sipped her tea, thinking. "That... I thought I'd never hear of that again. The Power of the Ancients... could mean many things. From Fleirnt? Let me think."



Oliua sat down carefully, looking around. There was a surprising amount of wood for someone who seemed to be able to manipulate stone like Feerbshord manipulated fire. Everything was gilded with gold and silver or encrusted with gems.



"The Power of the Ancients from Fleirnt. He may be referencing two things. His Ancients, the first vampires. They were far, far more powerful than anything in Hrelsin. So powerful, in fact, that they were all hunted down and destroyed during the daytime. It took a union of the races to destroy them. But they were corrupt and lazy. However, he could also mean the Ancestors. The race before elves and men, and the favor of the most powerful of necromancers. They don't have anything too special about them, but they were extremely smart. They weren't as fast and nimble as elves, they weren't as good at reproducing as humans, and they used magic in such a way that it couldn't be taught to others who used magic, each had to learn for themselves.



"The only way we can tell for sure which he meant was to test something. Walk out into the daylight. If you catch fire, Fleirnt spoke of the Ancestors. If you do not, then becoming a Vessel won't increase your power much before the afterlife."



Oliua clenched a fist and stared at it. "I have a feeling it's the former."


Chapter 20

Rock yawned and a rock flew at One-With-Magic. "I'm not too old yet. I can still notice when you're about to try and kill me, child."



"Who are you calling a child? I'm seven hundred forty three years old! That's over half your age, elf-born! Right?"



"Who knows anymore? Want me to retaliate?"



Oliua stood between them and glared at Rock and Feerbshord in turn. "Enough. I can't threaten you Feerbshord, even as a vessel, but your son I most certainly can. Now, as far as I was concerned, we were here for one thing. Rock, is there a cure for vampirism?"



Rock went silent, closing his eyes. A moment later, he started mumbling and waving his hands through the air, standing and pacing. His robe fluttered about his moving form, and One-With-Magic rolled her eyes. "So obnoxious even after all these years."



"Isn't he your son? Why treat him like that?"



"He wouldn't have been successful if I had raised him like humans do. He would have been killed three- no, four times over if the paranoia I taught him wasn't there. You weren't alive, but people used to hate magic far more than they do now. There were persecutions all over around five hundred years ago that lasted two hundred years. The most powerful of us, naturally, got off easy. Rock may seem like it, but he's not one of those powerful ones."



"What makes a magician powerful?"



"You see how I control fire, how Rock controls stone, and such? Most powerful magicians focus in on one single aspect of magic and truly master it, to the point where hey are the greatest at it without equal. But they can also cast other spells, just weaker. Rock can't, he can only use stone. I wasn't there to teach him when he needed it."



Rock suddenly stopped and shook his head. "There is a cure, yes. But the vampire has to be willing and low in power, they must have become a vampire less than a year before attempting it."



Oliua perked up and grinned, clapping once. "That's me!"



"Low in power." Rock hissed. "That means if you have the power of the Ancient Vampires you'll never get cured."



Oliua's breathing stopped. It wasn't overly worrying, as she didn't really need to breathe when she had an excess of blood within her, but the shock from the statement caused it to stop nonetheless.



No cure for her? Time seemed to slow as her motivation to keep on "living" diminished. Though living was hardly the right term, being closer to dead than alive. Her entire world started collapsing the day she moved to Acksiin and joined the thieves there, and it was just getting faster and faster.



Maybe she'd just steal more. If she did, would things return to normal? It was doubtful. "Acksiin. Let's go back."



Fleirnt's High Priestess was there in Acksiin, along with Seng's. If that was true, they'd both be servants to her.



Though if she was truly an Ancient Vampire, everyone would be servants to her.



One-With-Magic smiled forlornly before closing her eyes. "We needed to go back anyways. I know a faster way back, but it's dangerous, though with two vampires on my side, and my son, it should be alright."



"Whoa, no. That's not happening. I'm not joining you mother."



"No, you aren't," One-With-Magic replied. "You're just showing us out by taking us to the bandits that live around here. If they see you with us, we can pass safely. They know better than to mess with 'powerful' wizards, and they wouldn't recognize me. None besides nobles do, and I doubt a noble would become a bandit even if it meant their life."



They all heard a fumbling, and looked over to the exit of the cave, where a strange man hobbled about. One-With-Magic laughed and took out her notes, scribbling something in Elvish down. "You insult me for talking to myself while thinking, but you don't even have the decency to write in human?"



"Shush mortal."



Oliua took the opportunity to steal a little golden knob from the ground. Thieving would make everything feel normal again, if nothing else.



Though if she got into trouble now, things wouldn't be nearly as bad. Unless it was during the day.



If only Fleirnt hadn't chosen her to kill One-With-Magic. She could have gotten cured, became a normal human again, and everything would have been-



A scream cut off her train of thought as her enhanced ears seemed to shatter. The manly scream came from who was probably once Wulviva, who also covered his new ears at his own scream.



"Shut up!" Oliua called out, tears in her eyes. "And stop standing! I just bit you, there's no way you're going to be able to stand until you eat something, and none of us have any blood to give you!"



Wulviva the man stopped and looked at Oliua, still stumbling over his new proportions. "You didn't have this much trouble Nightstalker," Feerbshord noted, writing it down.



"I'm a thief. Balance is my life. I've been in worse balanced positions than being a woman. Ever had to hold the weight of a small child with your leg?"



Wulviva sat on the ground and panted, grabbing his stomach. "Food," he rasped. "Need."



Oliua snarled and rolled her eyes before walking out straight into the daylight. She screamed as she caught fire, but after a few seconds the fire stopped being painful. It... she...



Ancient Vampire.



Now she could lie and say she was a magician, so long as she didn't show her fangs. She'd seen powerful magicians like Feerbshord cloak themselves using their preferred form of magic, she could pretend to be a pyromancer.



When did it get sunny though? She must have been in the cave longer than she realized.



Burning brightly, she ran out and closed her eyes, using explicitly her terrific sense of smell to hunt down food, and promptly running straight into a tree and breaking both her collarbones. Strong? Yes. Fast? Yes. Clumsy? Very. Still as frail as before? Absolutely.



She wouldn't be punching straight through iron armor anytime soon, at least. Not that she wanted to. At heart she was still a thief, and avoided fighting like it was the sun.



Wait, she didn't need to avoid that anymore. She was kind of happy about that. Her power seemed weaker, though, but not by too much.



Right, she was hunting for another vampire. A weaker vampire, at that. Why would she ever hunt for a stronger vampire, though? As if there was one.



She smelled troll. A troll would be a wonderful test, wouldn't it? Yes, she decided, it would. She came upon a clearing between dead trees and discovered the troll in near complete darkness, her flames extinguishing as the sun stopped hitting her.



She was in a clearing that no sun could penetrate? Very interesting indeed. The troll growled and spun towards Oliua before stopping.



It growled before pausing, then growling more, as if speaking. Were... were trolls actually intelligent? It would make sense.



Trolls were human's worst nightmares. The ultimate predator, capable of taking down anything they needed to. Yet why were there so many? If they were constantly being hunted by everything, why would there be enough to overrun entire towns? How did that happen?



What if they were organized? What if they could speak to each other? What if-



No, best not to think of that. "I'm going to need your blood," Oliua said, baring her fangs. The troll thumped its chest and howled before bowing. Now that was an interesting response. Oliua nodded and took a stick from the ground, holding it up.



Wait, wait, the troll understood her. And she recalled another troll obeying One-With-Magic.



Oliua tossed the stick over, and the troll picked it up, scribbling runes on the ground. They were intelligent.



By the gods.



It scribbled a map of the surrounding area, from the clearing of darkness to the cave. It showed Oliua a path through where the sun couldn't reach, and Oliua stared. It was unbelievable. She had to learn the language of trolls. Maybe Feerbshord could show her how?



The troll lumbered out of the clearing a different way than Oliua had entered, and she followed it. It took a long, winding path, but the sun never hit them. Incredible. Who knew trolls were such good scouts? If she teamed up with them, and followers of Fleirnt and Seng, she'd be unstoppable. If she wanted to, that is. She didn't know what to do now that she knew she would be a vampire until death, and possibly after it. World domination could be interesting.



It was surprisingly quickly that she, and the troll, made it back. There was another entrance to the cave, but the troll balked. Oliua rolled her eyes and walked in, reveling in her power.



It was surprising. She was on the verge of a power high. She felt so strong, so fast, so limber, so clumsy.



There was not any single thing that made her feel powerful. It was the combination. She could see farther if she tried, yet the detail was impeccable both closer up than humanly possible, and further away than one could see with a spy glass.



The troll followed cautiously, glancing around. It was more careful than Theas.



Theas...



Oliua shook her head. She'd see him in the afterlife, whenever that was. Maybe, depending on which God accepted Theas. While Fleirnt took in all souls, if one was 'saved' by another God, for instance Anrose, they would be taken elsewhere. Or so the priests said. It was one way to get support from Kings.



"So hungry," Wulviva mumbled.



"Don't drain him," Oliua said, motioning to the troll. "And don't startle him, you'll be fine."



Wulviva lunged, slowly even for a human. That must have been what Rock meant when he mentioned weaker vampires, perhaps a normally turned vampire didn't come into their power so quickly.



Oliua thought back on her own experience. It was quite odd. She was cured and had a semi-resistance to becoming one, and didn't get hungry for blood for quite some time. Though that may have been because One-With-Magic poisoned basically everything she ate with it.



Rock and Feerbshord came out, Feerbshord looking as old as she truly was. She still looked like a teenager, but the look in her eyes said she saw it all, and was having none of it.



A rock flew up and Oliua bit her lip. She jumped in front of the troll and the rock pierced her stomach. She cried out, then Rock cried out as flames surrounded him and scalded him.



"What do you think you're doing, child!?"



"That's a troll! Kill it!"



Oliua didn't cry. She should have, she normally would have, but she didn't. It... didn't hurt as much as it should have. Was that part of becoming an Ancient Vampire, without all the age? Numbed nerves? It would explain why the fires of the sun hurt only a brief time.



"Stop. Feerbshord, I have a question about trolls. How intelligent are they? He drew me a map that took us from a hidden clearing in the dark to here without once going through sun. This was after he drew some runes in the dirt."



Feerbshord laughed and cocked her head at the troll. "Only around half of them are smart. Thousands upon thousands of years ago, when the Ancestors died out and Elves and Men walked the earth, the Elves were more interested in making allies than making enemies. They used to train trolls, teach them, and the trolls were excellent students. It was unfortunate, but trolls could never learn to speak Elvish or Human as they have different throats, yet they understand both perfectly when taught."



The troll seemed to nod, and One-With-Magic laughed. "It's been a few years since I've last seen one of you, Enlightened One. I only take the blood of the trolls who haven't been taught anything, and it's what I've been feeding you Nightstalker. Did this one put up much of a fight, or submit willingly?"



"The latter," Oliua mumbled, taking it all in. "Mister Troll, would you mind trying to teach me how to speak your language? If it's possible. It would be great to know, especially if I were to have the Enlightened Trolls as allies."



The troll nodded once more, moving the stick Oliua gave it back in the clearing to the rocks and looking at Rock. He changed the composition of the stone into a more dirt-like fashion, and the troll wrote a brief sentence in human, asking for protection in exchange for teaching how to speak troll.



"Deal."



Wulviva let go of the troll, blood dripping down his chin. "So full..."



Oliua blinked a number of times. That was not nearly as much as she would have eaten. Did that have something to do with her being a newborn vampire? Him. Not her. Him.



"That wasn't much at all," Oliua remarked. "Stand up Noble, let's get a look at you now."



Noble shakily stood, and Oliua cocked her head. "Well, there's a cure for you at least."



"No!" he rasped, coughing. "Yes..."



Noble looked downcast. Oliua sighed and turned. "Rock, what is the cure?"



Rock shuddered and turned away from them all, mumbling. "Speak up child," One-With-Magic commanded, glaring.



"You have to attack the High Priestess of Fleirnt while being cleansed by a god, with a... with a dwarven god witnessing."



One-With-Magic gasped and Oliua looked confused. "Dwarves don't have gods."



"You can't be serious!" Feerbshord said, lighting her flames. "I've tried to communicate with the Dwarven god many times, and there's never been a single response! The dwarves were abandoned, child! Just say there's no cure, there's no point in trying to get the dwarven god to even acknowledge their own dwarves exist! You'll never be cured."



One-With-Magic tapped her chin thoughtfully and then said something unintelligible in Elvish. The troll looked at her and cocked it's head, nodding twice. One-With-Magic continued to speak enthusiastically in Elvish, to which the troll continued nodding.



One-With-Magic ended it by clapping and spinning towards Noble. "Vampirism we can't cure, because of the Dwarven god, but I think I have a way to change you back into a woman, and Nightstalker back into a man."



"I feel awkward," Noble said, shuddering. "I hate this. How do you stand it Nightstalker?"



Oliua looked over herself and bared her fangs. "I've always hated vampires. Becoming a vampire was more pressing than becoming a woman. Never thought about it."



"I can't stop thinking about it! Turn me back!"



Noble was far taller than he was as a woman. He was clean-shaven, but his hair was messy and the same length it was as a woman. One-With-Magic singed most of it off, until she was satisfied. "What? Nightstalker's grew when he turned into a maiden."



Noble coughed, blood coming out of his mouth. "What the..?"



The troll scribbled furiously in the dirt, and One-With-Magic's eyes widened. "Oh, that's not good. Not at all. It appears the trolls have already done this research. And the results aren't great."


Chapter 21

"What are the results of the research?" Oliua demanded, holding up Noble. He had nearly fallen unconscious, and Oliua shuddered. Something about him felt... incomplete.



"Men into women is a painful transformation, but the person, or troll, survives. Woman into man dies after a certain amount of time, unless they bathe in the holy blood of a virgin. Hence the village raids so often."



Oliua closed her eyes in thought. They could perhaps find a virgin priest in Acksiin, in addition to what One-With-Magic needed to get. "Where do we go? We seem to have less and less time lately."



"If we go through Rock's back exit, we'll have a clear shot to Acksiin. Only problem is the bandits, but if Rock escorts us, we should be fine. Everyone get up! To Acksiin!"



Oliua hefted Noble higher and followed Rock and Feerbshord. Rock waved a hand at the wall, but nothing happened, so Feerbshord laughed. Rock proceeded to punch the wall angrily, which caused it to shudder and collapse into an uncountable amount of pebbles, which were quickly swept into the ground, revealing a passage.



The passage seemed to alternate between extremely huge and worryingly small. "Still can't use magic straight, can you child?"



"Oh shush Mother. It's close enough."



One-With-Magic hopped into the passage and looked disapprovingly around. "Moss all over the place. How did so much plant life survive in a passage completely made of stone? There shouldn't be any water or light in here. Weerty, go first."



"Weerty?" Rock asked, confused. The troll hobbled forward and smashed the low passage into sharp bits, but at least made it tall enough for them to get through. One-With-Magic followed the troll happily, humming and burning all plant life she saw.



"Mother, please stop."



"Quiet child. You're a failure as a magician."



They continued in silence, aside from the almost ever-constant smashing of the troll's strength against the hard stone. Trolls really could get strong. Rumor had it the strongest troll ever had wrestled a dragon to the ground and pinned it until it gave up.



"So... hungry..." Noble whimpered in his sleep, his fangs tasting the air. Or so it seemed.



"Already? How much can this girl-man eat? I didn't have this much, did I?" Oliua asked, rolling her eyes at Noble. "Didn't she just have a large meal eating Weerty?"



She hoped she had used the elven word right. She didn't even know what it meant, if it was the troll's name, or if it was something condescending. Though she didn't really care, she had to worry about a dying vampire. "How do we change him back again?"



"I never told you," One-With-Magic snapped before giggling. "Sorry Nightstalker, thought you were my imbecilic son. Don't know how I got you mixed up."



One-With-Magic jumped onto a ledge as Weerty the Troll stopped at the edge of the passage. Oliua hadn't noticed, but the air within the tunnel was oddly stale, and dry. Very, very dry. Of course she could only notice when the air no longer had those qualities. One-With-Magic started to lay down, before smiling and twirling down, ending in her laying position. Her arm was acting as a pillow for her head, and she was laying sideways while facing the group.



"Long story, and I want to explain all of it. Each and every bit. Stop me if I forget something Weerty. You may all want to sit down."



Oliua sat Noble on the ground before sitting protectively in front of him, glancing to ensure he was still breathing every once in awhile. She really felt the strong pull of maternal instincts to him, and she could not explain why. Maybe because she turned him into a vampire?



"The story begins with the Ancestors. Trolls were the dominant species in the world, followed closely by the dragons. But the dragons were, and still are, so lazy that unless you went hunting it was doubtful you would ever see one, so they didn't count. Academically, trolls were second in the world, following the Ancestors. They would have been first, but didn't have one common language like the Ancestors did. Dwarves were present during this time, but they were still a young race and rather obsessed with dirt. Not gems or metals, just dirt.



"The trolls were having a war amongst themselves, as a large portion in the present Kingdom of Death wanted to stop learning, calling it a waste of time. They fought and fought, spilling so much troll blood it turned a lake red.



"And everything that drank from that lake changed genders. Women became men, and died. Men became women, and for the most part hated it. But they knew changing back was dangerous, and could kill them.



"They tried for ages to find a cure. The Red Lake, now a symbol of the Kingdom of Death a two day journey from the capital, became a famous torture tool. But as it never seemed to affect men the right way, it was abandoned and forgotten.



"Then, as the trolls began to lose generations of knowledge, they figured out a cure. Mixing the troll's blood with the blood of a Priest of Leegyut, the Ancestor god of Blood and War."



"Wait, wait, Ancestor God!?" Oliua shouted. One-With-Magic glared at her, and Oliua glared back.



"Let me finish my story."



Oliua remained quiet, and One-With-Magic cleared her throat. "Now, then the Ancestor's Great Split occurred, where they died, but Humans and Elves were introduced to the world in a hope to create the perfect world for the Ancestors to come back to.



"Obviously humans messed that up, so they never came back without a necromancer's ritual. But that was when they discovered that Human and Elven gods were powerful. Much more so than the Ancestor gods. They being, of course, the remaining Trollish scholars. Oh, you wouldn't believe how difficult Ancient Troll is to learn. It's so much more complicated than any other language, partly because they spoke in riddles, and never directly handed information to one another.



"Anyhow, they discovered that Human and Elven gods were the some of the most powerful in history, aside from the unknown Dragon and Dwarven gods, which none but the Dwarves and Dragons have seen, so they can't be compared to the others accurately. But Trollish Scholars discovered that they had to use Leegyut's priests because Leegyut was most in-tune with the blood. But with the shocking power difference, it became more and more obvious that the Human and Elven gods didn't have that weakness, and their priests could change them all. Of course, the chance of success was greatest with a Dark God.



"So I vote we go intimidate Fleirnt's High Priestess into giving us her blood! You can do that Nightstalker, since you're technically in a more holy position than that priestess."



Oliua went silent. So they needed Fleirnt's High Priestess? Shouldn't be too hard to find her. Oliua stood and walked out of the passage and into the sun, bursting into flames. "There's sun! We can't go out with Noble!"



Oliua turned and glared at Rock for failing to mention the lack of shade. Feerbshord's eyes widened and she ran towards her, staring in awe. "Amazing. Amazing! But why are you on fire?"



"I don't know! Why am I on fire?"



One-With-Magic tapped the flames but her hand shot back and she waved it around. It was burned. "Wow! Fleirnt Fire. I'd only heard rumors of it's existence... not even his greatest High Priest could reliably use it! Put it out. Just try, think of it like another body part. See if that works!"



Oliua did so, closing her eyes and breathing deeply. Fleirnt Fire... she could feel it licking her form and then stopping. It disappeared, but Oliua could still feel it faintly, ready to be called upon and used.



"...Fleirnt... burns? Yet... eur feegds beqwil... uyk ioo nueshct..."



"Great, Mother is off in her own world again. Take the weak vampire, protect her. She may not die from the sun yet."



Rock stepped forward and called forth a golem of stone, which arose and shook the ground. Oliua picked up Noble and stepped into the sun. Noble thrashed about a bit in pain, but there was nothing severe happening. Oliua let out a breath, and then heard the clop of horses on the ground. Her head shot up and her eyes went red.



"The Cavalry has arrived!" A bandit in blue steel said, saluting. "Hail, magician! Who do you bring?"



"My mother and her friends, in need of a ride to Acksiin."



"Under what privilege?" the bandit asked, lowering his bow. Three others matched the movement, and the rest did as well with different weapons. Oliua worried most about the spears.



"My mother is the most powerful magician currently alive, the Elf-born, the troll is smarter than the lot of you combined, the dying man on the ground is why they need to go to Acksiin, and the woman holding him is the Queen of the Dark."



Oliua narrowed her eyes, unamused. Queen of the Dark?



"Queen of the Dark?"



"An Ancient Vampire."



Oh. She smelled their heart rate increasing and watched them get fidgety, their horses suddenly backing up a few paces. Oliua grinned and bared her fangs. "See? I'm even in daylight."



One-With-Magic laughed and clapped before looking at the bandit in blue colored steel. "If it isn't Rorick the Fearless! Rorick the Grand! Rorick the Terrible! The Great Bandit, the leader of the Cavalry Bandits! Everyone hates you! A pleasure, I am this failure's mother."



The man smiled beneath his helmet and lifted it off his head. "The pleasure is all mine, milady. If you mean no harm, we wish none upon thee."



Oliua blinked a few times in surprise before adjusting her positioning of Noble. "Excuse me? Dying vampire here. Need to get out of the cursed sun before I kill you all and burn down this Seng-damned country."



"She's right. Do you mind escorting us, O Fearless One?" One-With-Magic said, giggling. "Never thought I'd meet you here! It truly is a pleasure."



The man smiled and moved back on his horse. "Only if I may lay a kiss upon your hand, fair maiden."



Oh gods they were flirting with each other. At least they couldn't court each other. One-With-Magic climbed up on the horse and allowed the bandit to kiss the back of her hand. Oliua averted her eyes and motioned for a different bandit, one with a blue steel sword, to move. He did so without hesitation.



Only Weerty didn't mount, as he was as fast as the horses with their passengers, and Rock, who promptly left.



The forest passed by their horses remarkably fast, as if they knew where they were going without human assistance. Every so often One-With-Magic passed them one way or the other while still flirting with the bandit. Oliua decided to speed the horse up to a full gallop when One-With-Magic removed her hood.



She didn't know what she wanted to see, but it was not that. The forest seemed to get healthier and healthier until the trees were no longer dead, and began providing a good amount of shade. Noble stopped appearing as if she were in pain, to which Oliua was immensely relieved.



Oliua recognized the place they were in as they came to a stop. It appeared to be a wheat farm, and One-With-Magic laughed. "I remember here!"



A few bandits ran out, swords waving in the air, before balking at the sight of One-With-Magic. "Fiery death!" one screamed, bowing. Others screamed about Rorick the greatest bandit, and bowed to him. None even payed attention to Oliua, which was her preference.



"Food. Give."



The bandits had a large collection of bread, which Rorick and One-With-Magic appeared to enjoy feeding to each other. Weerty ate a deceased bandit, and Oliua had some of Weerty's blood.



She probably could have had one of the bandits instead, but decided against it. They were close to Acksiin. Very close. She wanted to make a big impression. And she would. "I'm going for some night air," Oliua mentioned to the others, who weren't listening.



Oliua doubted they even realized she was a vampire. They were too entranced at the man and ancient witch going at each other without a care in the world.



Fleirnt's ghostly apparition appeared, and grinned at her. Oliua bowed before Fleirnt lifted her back up. "Consider yourself equal with me. Do not bow to any. You are my vessel, my source of power in this world. Call upon me to strike fear into the weak, and I shall. My High Priestess will cower before you."



"Thank you milord."



"Try."



Fleirnt's ghostly apparition disappeared, and Oliua moved away. Call upon him to strike fear into the hearts of the weak and cowardly... she could do that.



"My God Fleirnt, strike fear into the weak!"



Fleirnt appeared in a ghostly explosion, yet more colorful than before. He seemed to take on the coloring of nothing, completely void of color yet the most colorful being in Hrelsin. "Amazing," Oliua mumbled, humbled.



"This is not my true form. My true form would destroy those looking at it."



Fleirnt was a completely new and vibrant color Oliua had never seen before. It was unlike any she had ever seen before, and was nigh on indescribable.



"Are you able to appear to others?" Oliua asked, her voice trembling. She knew inherently he was dangerous, yet also knowing she was on his side. It was still impossible to totally hide her fear, despite her best efforts. Fleirnt laughed heartily before grinning wickedly.



"Indeed."



He disappeared, fading from the world. Oliua smiled as he left, a glint in her eyes. She was the most powerful vampire. The most powerful priest. The most powerful alive.



None could truly stop her if she didn't want them to. Oh, that was a good feeling. The feeling of utter invincibility, the feeling of knowing everyone else was worse than her.



She caught her breath and smiled. She just had to make it to Acksiin, and everything would be perfect.



Everything would fall into place. Everything would be wonderful.


Chapter 22

Oliua made it back to the bandit camp, grinning like a madwoman. Madman. She was a man, yeah?



Who was she kidding, no she wasn't. There was no way she was risking her life just to turn back into a man. She'd be less noticeable as a woman anyhow, much easier to seduce her food or not be noticed that way.



It wasn't that she particularly enjoyed being a woman, indeed she hadn't even thought of what it would entail or done anything differently despite that possibly being bad for womanly attributes, but she just didn't want to risk her life to become a male vampire. It would be harder for a man of Olus' looks to seduce food than it would Oliua. Men were so much easier to tempt, from experience.



"Seven, eight, nine, ten... and a six! Straight!"



One-With-Magic could be heard from outside the large communal house that the bandits shared. It was odd, for "bloodthirsty psychopaths" they were rather nice to each other and gave off a family vibe.



Or one of death and menace.



Not nearly as much as her though. She bared her fangs and things physically recoiled, and now she could send everything around her to their knees, excepting perhaps Feerbshord, who would laugh and attack Fleirnt, most likely.



Oliua walked in and sat down silently, as only a practiced thief could. She slipped on her ring the right way, and stretched. Article by article, she took off her clothes and hid them in her bag before putting on new ones.



The ring was infinitely useful for doing that, as nobody could peep on her no matter how hard they tried. She glanced around for a snack before she passed out from exhaustion.



She was glad she was immune to sunlight. Her sleeping pattern never really changed to a nocturnal one, and she had trouble staying up late at night, so sleeping through it and being awake during the day was a big positive for her. She glanced around the poorly-lit, wooden shack that served as a house to twenty men and two women before heading to a dark corner and slipping off the ring, closing her eyes and rapidly falling asleep.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Oliua woke up on a horse, Noble was in a deep hood over her, grumbling about the sun. "I miss the sun already... why did I want to be a vampire?" Oliua saw a faint sign of smoke coming out from under the hood. That was odd, it had never happened to her. Did Feerbshord do something?



"Power?" Oliua suggested, "Jealousy?"



Oliua sat up and noticed her bag was missing. Whatever, all it had was a change of clothes she occasionally washed. Acksiin was right before her eyes, but as her eyes were far better than the others', she knew they were still an hour's ride away.



"You're awake! Please, take the reins."



"You're better than me at horse riding. I think I'll just walk."



Oliua jumped off the galloping horse and stumbled. Right, the ground wasn't moving with her. It was a bit embarrassing, but she made up for it by outpacing the horses in terms of speed. She glanced around at inhuman speeds and soaked in the beautiful landscape.



They were not quite in the forest, but not quite at the city. The sun was up, and she could see square-shaped clouds floating around in a checkered pattern over their heads, providing an odd amount of shade. She breathed in the fresh air, cold on her fangs but warm everywhere else. It was a distinct, sharp feeling that wasn't quite painful so much as annoying.



One-With-Magic flared her wings and managed to keep up with Oliua, though Oliua wasn't running as fast as she could. "Should we be the welcoming party?" Oliua called out, the wind rushing between them and blowing her hair into her face as she turned towards One-With-Magic.



"Yep! Let's go!"



Oliua set off at a full sprint, stopping a little bit outside the gate. One-With-Magic landed next to her, retracting her wings and basking in the sunlight. "Let's do this," Oliua said, steeling herself. She was also impressed One-With-Magic was capable of keeping up with her, though she didn’t know quite how fast she could move. She had nothing to compare it to.



They arrived at the city gates, to see a familiar face. "Hey, you're that guard we robbed!" One-With-Magic exclaimed. Oliua let her head loll back.



"So bad at this."



They had just got back, and already had pikes pointed at them. Oliua raised a hand and stared into their eyes. There was another vampiric trick that was used on her she wanted to test out.



"Lower the pikes." She hoped it worked. It had worked on her immediately before she was bitten, after all.



Her command was laced liberally with magic, and the man's eyes glazed over. He dropped his pike and nodded. "Yes Mistress."



"Wow, better than expected. What was your name, foolish mortal?"



"Shrip milady."



Shrip was at the break-in. That could be useful. "Who goes there!?" a man demanded.



He walked down in royal robes, and Oliua grinned. "Hey, princey, looking for this?"



She held up his ring, on her finger, and laughed at his expression. Then the prince grinned. "Feel the power of Fleirnt!"



A bolt of lightning struck Oliua, who stood unharmed. "Fool. You were not like this when I stole the ring from you. Take us to the High Priestesses of Seng and Fleirnt."



"You called?" a feminine voice called out as a completely nude woman walked out of the gates. "You must be the thief, and the scared little girl." She stood tall and commanding, and Oliua wondered why she was nude. And also why she was at the gate. Babysitting the idiotic prince?



One-With-Magic trembled, fakely, and Oliua licked her lips. Her appetite was rising.



"Consume her," Fleirnt's voice boomed for all to hear, "But let her live."



Oliua was on her neck in an instant, draining Seng's High Priestess of blood. She released her after she lost quite a bit, collecting some in a flask handed to her by One-With-Magic, who roasted the remaining guards alive while Oliua wasn't looking. "This was easy."



Seng's Priestess dropped to the ground, stammering to herself. Oliua laughed aloud, walking into the city. Her city, she supposed.



"Feels so good to be back!" Feerbshord said, letting her wings soar out to the length of a hundred men. Oliua burned down a smithy with Fleirnt's fire to shut everyone up.



"S-she just... just burned down fire."



"What goes on in my city!?"



Oliua revealed her fangs as Fleirnt's High Priestess, nude as the day she was born, stormed into view. "It's time. Feerbshord, cover your eyes and face away from me."



She did so, luckily. Oliua didn’t want to unintentionally harm Feerbshord. The others, though, she could care less about.



"Strike fear into the hearts of the unworthy!" Oliua called, her eyes tinting bright red as dark power surged from her.



Fleirnt stepped into the world and seventeen people dropped dead. Fleirnt's High Priestess, Ayethiah, fell to her knees as blood spurted from her nose, eyes, ears, and mouth. Those still alive were on the ground, squirming in utter agony. It was glorious.



"BEHOLD MY VESSEL!" Fleirnt boomed, shaking the city. "SHE IS YOUR NEW LEADER, YOUR NEW RULER, YOUR NEW GOD. SHE SHALL BE TREATED AS YOU MORTALS WOULD TREAT ME."



Fleirnt summoned a weapon so complex Oliua couldn't begin to describe it, bringing it to Ayethiah's throat. "She is your ruler."



Fleirnt disappeared in an explosion that killed most of the remaining people alive around them. One-With-Magic was untouched, and a faint echo told Oliua why, so faint only she could hear it. "She is yours to kill."



Fleirnt's Fire ravaged the nearby buildings and corpses, but Oliua stopped it with a wave. Ayethiah, whose name was granted to Oliua by Fleirnt, stood shakily. "Was that... Our Lord of Destruction?"



"Indeed. And you should know, I am an Ancient Vampire. If you care for the High Priestess of Seng's, go comfort her. She's nearly dead from blood loss."



Ayethiah grit her teeth but knelt before Oliua. "That woman is my wife, Katixa the Sad. Touched by Seng."



"Good for her, now I have something to do. Go away, trollbait."



Ayethiah angrily left, grabbing her wife and making her way back to the palace. Oliua glanced around at the total destruction around. "Perfect!" One-With-Magic chirped. Oliua raised an eyebrow before covering her ears.



One-With-Magic made her voice louder, magically enhanced, and sucked in a deep breath. Oliua took cover behind some debris with her hands covered.



"YHUSSSSSSSSSSSS! TRREESSSSSSTH SSSSSGYRTSSSSSSSSSSSSS! BBUYSSSSRESSSSFFFSSSSS ASSSS VURTNUM!"



Oliua stood, shaking and blinking away the sharp pain in her head. It was a massive headache amplified by sunlight hitting her eyes. She covered her eyes in favor of her head, but both still hurt.



Her eye twitched a few times uncomfortably before adjusting to the light. "What did you just do?" Oliua hissed, her head pounding more.



"I'm preparing for... it."



One-With-Magic's face went somber, and she walked off as a demon rushed in and glanced around before nodding. The demon proceeded to begin taking debris and building something with it, something Oliua didn't care enough to watch. She walked off, looking for the thieves.



They were behind... there. That building looked familiar.



She walked in where she was what felt like a lifetime ago, the home of the thieves. "Oliua Upert, at your service," she said, grinning. "Well, you're at mine."



Reen chuckled before looking at the woman. "First Olus Upert comes in, a promising character capable of making us tremendously powerful and wealthy, yet botches his first job. Then runs. Then comes back begging when he seems to have drank too much Troll's blood?"



Oliua's eyes widened. How did they know?



"Happened to me in my youth. Well, not me, a friend of mine. Ended up marrying her before she died. Did you not see? We are not the most powerful. A High Priestess couple is-"



"Are my servants. As you will all be. I didn't just drink troll's blood. Due to... certain events, Master Thief Theas was killed, and I have become greater than any. I am a vessel for Fleirnt."



Reen was taken aback, trying to escape subtly. Oliua grinned and licked her lips. "Did I mention I'm an Ancient Vampire?"



Reen just smelled too delicious to hold back.



_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_-_




Feerbshord entered her old household with trepidation. She shook her head and let it fall back, her hair accumulating behind her head. "I return," she said in Elvish, sighing. "Old friends. You shall be free soon. Very soon."



She was ready. Everything was going perfectly according to plan. Then why was she feeling so bad?



She had been studying this for a millennium, though in a way none would expect. She would pick one race and study them in-depth, gleaming bits of information about their gods and rituals in an attempt to break the bonds of immortality so foolishly requested by the Ancient Elves. If she could find out how to break them, everything would be perfect.



She found out such interesting information on the gods. She could appeal to many without dying due to it. She manipulated the gods by pitting them against each other, with her as a catalyst, gaining power. Her only regret was never meeting a dragon after the time of the Elves ended.



As much as she tried to convince herself that was true, it simply wasn't. Her biggest regret was befriending Oliua, of dragging her into her own predicament, of forcing Oliua's hand and manipulating her like she manipulated the gods. She regretted making friends, as making friends led to a life worth living, a life where she wouldn't want to sacrifice herself.



She was too close to Oliua. She couldn't be near her until the ritual was ready. Oliua would hate it, but because of the way she manipulated Fleirnt by using Oliua as a vampire and feeding her troll's blood, she dissuaded Oliua's concerns. She didn't remember the last time she had told someone the whole truth. The troll's blood wasn't accidental. She knew if Oliua became reliant on her, she could manipulate Fleirnt. It was why she wanted a vampire 'friend'.



The only thing she forgot to take into account was that time spent with another during a crisis grew them together. She was terrible at social interaction, as it wasn't really a science.



But she had a promise to keep. She had made few promises, true promises, within her life, and only one was yet unfulfilled. She couldn't do it all herself, but if she left the right impression on Oliua, she could make sure it was all completed. And she was leaving Oliua with everything she could ever need, connections included.



Rock wasn't the only one who studied vampires in his day. Many closer magicians did as well. But she knew Rock would be one of the few alive long enough, and trusting enough, to not kill Oliua on sight. Through him, Oliua could access the knowledge of the magicians. Through her role as a vessel, she could access anything else she needed, so long as it wasn't in another god's realm.



Feerbshord picked up the dagger Deathbringer, Bane of the Elves, and spun it around. It had taken her seven hundred years to track down and kill the traitor who sold out the elvish capital to the human armies, and another fifty years to track down the hidden Deathbringer. She would need it to release the souls.



She closed her eyes, lifted the blade above her head, tilted her head so that the blade was above her mouth, opened her mouth...



...and swallowed it.


Chapter 23

Oliua sat on the wall protecting Acksiin from outside threats. It was an old, crumbling wall that wouldn't save the city from an enraged troll, much less an army intent on killing them all. Demon after demon had filtered in and joined the first in constructing something, and people hadn't left their homes or inns in fear. Angry Priestesses were bad enough, but an angry witch and vessel inviting in monsters was beyond anything the capital of Ackweol had ever thought would happen.



If this was the downfall of Ackweol, she wouldn't be surprised.



Finally Noble and Weerty came to the gate with Rorick the Bandit. "Lower the gates!" Oliua called, standing and stretching. She lifted her right hand and clasped her wrist with her left hand, stretching as far as she could.



She hopped down and landed in front of Noble, motioning for Weerty to come over. "I'm going to need a bit of your blood," she said softly, taking a dagger of iron from one of the guards and cutting the troll's arm with it. The troll didn't even wince.



She filled a bowl halfway with the troll's blood, adding in Katixa the Sad's blood with it. "Noble, here. Drink your fill little vampire."



He did so, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. His form shuddered as his hair began growing. It was just rapid enough to be noticeable, but it didn't all grow at once. Noble fell onto the horse's neck, and Oliua looked at Rorick. "The city is mine. Use my name as a vessel to get him to safety. Go."



Rorick obeyed without a word.



Oliua was waiting around for something that she didn't know what it was. It was both worrying and boring.



She walked back to the demons and gasped. She recognized what they were building. It was an altar to one of their gods.



It was also remarkably close to completion. They were efficient, the demons. They were currently inscribing runes around the center, preparing for a ritual of sorts. One-With-Magic walked in, her age showing as she avoided eye contact with Oliua.



"I'm ready."



"For what, exactly?"



"You to kill me."



Oliua's eyes widened and she shook her head. "What now? Why do you think-"



"Don't start!" she snapped, slapping Oliua. "Just... when I stop chanting, bite me. Not in the neck, and not in the arm. I need your fang to pierce my heart. You're a vessel of Fleirnt and an Ancient Vampire, only your fangs are capable of piercing it. I will be possessed when you do it, so I won't taste good. You'll basically be biting a demon god.



"Let me continue!" One-With-Magic said, wings flaring out, preemptively interrupting Oliua, who had just opened her mouth. "No matter what happens, do not speak. Please. It's not for the ritual, do that for me. As a friend. Most of my life has been a bad decision, one after another, and I'm going to pay. Let me enjoy this moment. Don't spoil it with words."



One-With-Magic took a deep breath before heaving a sigh. The demons finished their construction of the altar and Oliua glanced at it.



It was pitch black with glowing grey runes spiralling around the center. One-With-Magic stepped into the center and took out a dagger, throwing it straight into the middle. She began to hiss that demon language of hers, and a demon nearby was kind enough to translate.



"Undo that which has been done!" she called, "Take back that which has been promised, beg I of you!"



The translation was a bit rough.



"If I hold the Spirit Energy of the Damned and Deceased, Hold me! Vurtnum the Conquering God of Godliness! That's a praise, so you know. Lend me your power one final last time! Use the me as a vessel, and damn me afterwards!"



Wait. One-With-Magic... was praying to be damned? Oliua stopped listening as the chanting continued. That sounded wrong. It must have been a translation error, right? It had to be. Just had to be.



One-With-Magic's eyes turned black, and a ghostly elven soul appeared. The soul held his hands over where his heart was when he lived, and bowed before One-With-Magic. "Feerbshord..."



"Feerbshord..."



"Feerbshord..."



"Feerbshord..."



"Feerbshord..."



Soul after soul appeared and vanished, reappearing behind her. One-With-Magic stopped chanting and lolled forward, nearly collapsing as the god Vurtnum of the demons took her over. Oliua walked up, revealed her fangs, and hesitated.



It was only for a split second, but it was there. She didn't want to kill One-With-Magic. She didn't want to kill Feerbshord. She didn't want to kill her friend, Little Flame. But she also wanted to honor her friend's life goal.



She bit down and felt her fang nearly dissolve. The taste was utterly disgusting, and One-With-Magic the Possessed God howled in agony. Then her fang hit the solid stone that was supposed to be One-With-Magic's heart.



Oliua didn't know what kind of dark magic changed it, but her insides were no longer human. It must have been either the possession, or how she lived so long. Oliua got the feeling she didn't want to know.



Her fang barely managed to pierce the heart without a chip, and Oliua understood why it had to be her. Her fangs were harder than steel, harder than any metal she could think of. Yet they were almost broken within One-With-Magic's possessed body.



Any weaker ones, from a weaker vampire, would have been destroyed and the vampire killed.



Oliua fell as One-With-Magic turned ethereal. She faded into the odd coloring matching the souls of the elves surrounding her, the thousands that now were in the city, and huffed. She was tinted more fiery red than them, and Oliua could see why.



Her wings were out and her fire just as corporeal as ever. She screamed in agony as one wing was ripped off before the other, collapsing to her knees, crying. In the weakest voice Oliua had ever heard, One-With-Magic said "Be free."



The elves flashed once, each of them exploding and disappearing. The blade at the center of the altar vibrated and exploded as well, fragments disintegrating in midair. The already burning city was being destroyed by the elves, and Oliua could do nothing but watch as the elves experienced the ultimate bliss of final rest.



A bliss she would not see for a long time to come.



Her eardrums were nearly blown out by the constant explosions, but nothing could compare to Feerbshord's wails of despair.



The sound cut through solid rock and wounded her soul directly, the pain of a trillion souls expressing themselves through Feerbshord, or what sounded like it. Part after part of her was ripped away mysteriously, and Fleirnt showed up to take his piece of her directly.



She smiled weakly, encouragingly at Oliua before her head was removed and consumed.



Fleirnt disappeared without a word, but Oliua was too shaken to listen to anybody anyway. She couldn't stop looking at Feerbshord's demise, tears freely falling. It wouldn't have mattered who it was, any would spark this kind of reaction. But the knowledge that what lay before her used to be Feerbshord, the... thing being torn apart piece by piece, was her best friend hurt her deeply. She was paralyzed. She was shocked.



She felt a hand on the back of her neck as a tall, graceful soul knelt next to her. She didn't know when she fell to her knees, but the man smiled. "Hello. You were a friend of Feerbshord's, I see. She died saving countless souls, but we're not all saved. I am here for a final request. Will you help save the rest of us? You cannot do it yourself, but my daughter can. Look for a young girl, around Feerbshord's apparent age, under the name Marzio Orthio. She'll be your friend."



The man smiled, kissed Oliua's forehead, and disappeared. Oliua collapsed to her hands and knees, crying.



Feerbshord died, but couldn't fulfill her goal. Oliua swore to herself she would free them.



For One-With-Magic.



For Feerbshord.



For her Little Flame.


Epilogue

Wulviva sat next to her parents, eating bread. Next to her was her good friend and savior, Oliua.



"You saved our daughter? Thank you so much! I heard you found her around Acksiin while it was being destroyed..."



"I did," Oliua said. It was honest. She showed up on her horse when Acksiin was being "invaded" by demons.



"I'm sorry for leaving, Ma... Pa..."



"It's okay. You're here now. Wasn't the Grand Witch of Fire-"



"Don't," Wulviva hastily said. "It brings up bad memories for Oliua."



They had just arrived at the caravan, currently in Syef. Oliua glanced around. Back to where it all started, when she first started thieving.



Wulviva was hiding her actions by acting clumsy and tired, but she could only stomach foods with blood in them, so she kept her cup of blood in her lap, hidden beneath the table. Her hands were shaking, and Oliua could tell she was having a hard time trying to stop herself from drinking the blood as it was. Oliua was stronger than that, and just ate the bread plain. It wasn't good nor bad for her, so she figured she would just eat it. "What are you planning on doing, Oliua?"



Oliua stared at the ground and swallowed the bit of bread in her mouth. "I've got a promise to keep, and a certain girl to find. I don't know how long it will take, but I will find her. I have to."



"I'll help," Wulviva said, smiling slightly. "After some training."



Oliua nodded and Wulviva's parents smacked the table. "You will do no such thing young lady!"



Oliua looked at them lazily before chuckling, unamused. "You don't understand. Let me explain. I feel like you. I don't want to leave her unguarded. I have maternal feelings for her. After all, I'm the one who made her a vampire."



At the mention of the word, Wulviva dropped the bread to her plate and greedily drank from her cup of blood. She sighed, relieved, and licked a bit of blood from her lips before lifting her lip up and showing them her fangs. "I would have died without vampiric regeneration," Wulviva said, "And the Grand Witch of Fire helped Oliua deal with vampiric urges. She can help me. I haven't touched human blood before in my life! Only Weerty's."



"W-Weerty?"



"Our troll friend."



Wulviva's mother let out an "eep" and shuffled backwards. Oliua looked into the distance and sighed. She didn't know where to even start. Training Wulviva, she supposed. In secret, more than likely. Vampires were still hated, after all.



Well, as a vessel of Fleirnt it didn't matter. Only to Wulviva. And right now, Wulviva was her world.



"Come child," Oliua said, despite being less than ten years older than her, "We've got some hunting to do, and some darkness to do it in."



Wulviva grinned and stood, waving to her parents. "We'll be back by sun-up! Let's go, clumsy one!"



"Hurry and catch me, slow one!"



Oliua sprinted off through a tree, breaking six bones and repairing them without stopping. Wulviva ran in a vain effort to catch her, and Oliua spotted an Arachneyeid.



"All yours," she said as Wulviva caught up.



Wulviva knelt low to the ground and let her hunger take over, tinting her eyes a faint red. She rushed and pounced at the Arachneyeid, her fangs entering it's body...

