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Chapter 1

	Florian Ribeni did not need to hide within the shadows. The Vampire he watched was far more interested in obtaining an illicit warmdri than in being observed. He absently stroked his hair, cut shorter than he liked, while his pastel lime eyes scrutinised the scene.

	Dressed in the usual Runner garb of leather vest and pants, a short dagger tucked into his belt—he required no light to see the scene before him because his Vampire eyes saw perfectly even on a cloud-obscured night. She was a Dev—a deviant Vampire who refused to obey their rules. So now two Runners had been sent to deal with her.

	She shone with the perfection that only their kind could acquire, and her blood was the same New World as his. If she, or the two Runners watching her, had been Old World, the air would have sung with the power of their bloodline, making it impossible to hide. Instead, he waited in murky corners with Barric, knowing her lust for blood would make her careless.

	Warmdri.

	Even the thought sent a shiver of yearning through his soul. The heady copper taste of fresh blood—teeming with life, with thoughts and dreams, with desire—burnished his memory. He had not tasted such exquisite pleasure in an age, for their council, the Ghuvk, had long since forbidden it.

	Now it was only available to those willing to take on a Versan—a willing human donor. Only those prepared to house one in private quarters, and endure the rules of the Cult of Versan, kept a human. 

	Florian didn’t have the patience or the pocket to be an Args, the one who owned a human donor, and he had no wish to be bound to the sulks of a human. They started enthralled by Vampire attention, but those foolish enough to allow their Versan a taste of their blood usually wound up plagued by pleas to be Unveiled.

	That was what his world called the creation of a Vampire, for it removed The Veil, the secrecy of their world, and allowed the newly created entrance into the multiverse known as The Reveal. The hapless victim then discovered the human world to be ruled by Demons and under control of the Martyc Empire. 

	Unveiling was more than attributing Vampire qualities to a being—it was an entire education in terror. The Demon universe was aware of the human one for centuries, but it wasn’t until the humans had organised themselves into a structured society of innovation and invention that the Martyc Empire moved in. 

	These Demons had transmuted their warrior pasts and become the bankers of The Reveal, to control entire worlds. They had learned from experience that those who controlled the money controlled the power and so ensured that they controlled the money everywhere.

	Barric moved slightly, and Florian waited for instructions as he had only been a Runner for a few months. After the failed attempt by the Demon Raiders, led by the Martyc bandit Taryst Janeb, to break The Veil, he had been noticed in the skirmish and was asked to join.

	Being a Runner came with perks, such as reclaiming the name once stripped from you to protect your new life. A Runner could sanction others and, under the Demon drug haluh, even travel off-world.  

	He presented himself soon after receiving the invitation card and was turned over to Barric for training. Barric, with dark brown hair and caramel eyes, looked more like a figure from a golden painting than a Vampire almost two centuries old. He had been assigned to take Florian on small excursions until he was satisfied the trainee understood his duties. They had spent the last few weeks in close quarters, and while Florian’s tastes ran to beautiful men, there was something formidable about Barric that held his libido well at bay. 

	His warm eyes stayed thoughtful as he answered every question. His solid body moved with grace as he showed Florian hand-to-hand skills. He taught him how to subdue a prisoner quickly, the most efficient way to snap a neck, just in case a deviant human got in the way.

	He couldn’t help but admire the calm attention of the Runner and his intelligent response to adversity. Despite his self-control through the night, dawn betrayed him. When he closed his eyes, he saw Barric as he had been—shoulders tense, jaw firm, hand gripping his arm during the lesson. The image returned with a force he didn’t expect. He imagined that grip tightening, the Vampire close, the weight and steel of him. He held the thought too long before forcing it away, unsettled by the strength of what it stirred in him.

	If Barric ever guessed the thoughts of his pupil, he never revealed knowledge of his suspicions.

	“Why didn’t we join the second attack on the Raiders?” 

	Florian was still experiencing the bloodlust of one newly initiated into battle and didn’t seem to realise how lucky he was to be alive.

	“There are other things we need to do,” was the only response he could get from his mentor. 

	Barric never stated the obvious, such as Florian was unprepared and too filled with hate to be of use. Instead, he focussed the new Runner upon the expectations of his new universe.

	“We do not police the behaviour of Houses as that is for the Ghuvk to do. We only do their bidding, and that can be from something as important as bringing in a Herald to as minor as delivering a message. There are many rumours about the powers and autonomy of the Runners. Remember that above all things, we serve the Vampire Nation, not the humans, and not the Empire. Our observance of Empire edicts is only to preserve peace between us, so we don’t interfere in Martyc business and in return they leave us to govern our world.”

	Florian frowned because he knew all of this and wondered why Barric was rehashing old ground. Seeing his expression, Barric smiled, and Florian fought the flutter that nestled in his loins.

	“Many new Runners believe themselves to be powerful and able to circumvent Vampire rules. Granted, we deal with trouble how we see fit, but discretion is valued and loyalty demanded. You will be given tasks and you will do them without argument or complaint. A Runner takes pride in being the best in everything, whether grand or menial, and if you have an inflated sense of pride either lose it or leave.”

	Florian had a great sense of pride in fashion, in gossip, in the schadenfreude of watching eyes, but these were left by the door when he entered his new world. Something fundamental had changed when he saw beings from every world dying around him. He had no love for Demons but knew that every Varkja would have protected him from attack by a Raider. He had seen both Runners and Oric fight with skill, courage, and die with honour. Even an Elf and Pixie, two Magical beings, had thrown themselves into protecting a world that had no idea of their existence. Florian woke up, grew up, and embraced a new adventure, one of having meaning within his world. 

	To be a Runner was not only envied but also sought after. Those who had served before him had been called up for the final battle against the Raiders. He had longed to go in with proper weapons and kill a few hundred. However, his new instructor kept him alive and safe within minor duties, as Florian was no match for a Raider bandit.

	Florian asked a logical question, “Why don’t we carry guns since the rest of the world is armed, so why not us? We are going to get shot at by others, why not defend ourselves?”

	Barric smiled, and his handsome face became more youthful with amusement, causing Florian to look down as his eyes flowed into malachite crystals of desire.

	“Guns don’t kill us, and we don’t need them to kill others. They attract unwanted attention. Anyone shooting at us is probably human and can be disposed of in a far more effective manner.”

	Florian, who had never held a gun in his life, was frustrated. “But they are so useful, you can threaten with them, shoot from a distance—”

	Barric was firm in his response. “And invite gunfire in return. We have them just in case, but don’t need them for day-to-day duties.”

	“If we aren’t chasing Devs, what are we doing?”

	“We keep tabs on the Empire and sometimes talk to the Oric—”

	“Oric!” Florian was indignant. The human hunters would kill any young Vampire not immediately claimed by a House and were the bane of Vampire Nation. As well as being far more effective than any liked to admit.

	“Why do we bother with those bastards?”

	His instructor shook his head as if explaining life to a child. “The Oric and Runners have made peace long ago, and even if you dislike the removal of unsanctioned ones they still threaten The Veil, so if Oric get to them first then fair enough. Since the attack by the Raiders we keep our communication open. Sometimes your enemy can be your greatest asset.”

	A yet-to-be-convinced Florian scoffed. “The only asset they can be is a dead one. Then we can pile the bodies at the doorway to The Reveal as warning.”

	He scowled at Barric’s implacable calm as the Runner chuckled. Creatures of The Reveal, Vampires among them, turned to dust at death, so piling bodies would be quite the impossible task. 

	“You still have the fires of battle in your blood. In time, you will learn how to fight and how to stand down. Whatever you do as a Runner must be done with efficiency and intelligence because we’re no vigilante crew inviting bloodshed.”

	A scrape brought him back to the present, and Florian saw the Vampire had manoeuvred her prey into the side lane beside a nightclub. She obviously wasn’t worried about anyone observing her as a beautiful woman kissing a young man outside a nightclub was a common sight. 

	The young man was average in height, looks, and attitude, as that was where the majority of victims came from—those looking for the fire absent in their lives. Metis, with her flashing dark eyes and lush black hair, was the exotic intoxication that would seduce any that came her way and with Vampire glamour—few could resist. Her voluptuous body wrapped around her victim, and his interest exploded into passion on the cool night air.

	Barric spoke, his voice a low murmur upon the air—they didn’t want to scare her off. 

	“Wait until you smell blood.”

	“Yes,” Florian whispered back.

	They didn’t want to scare her off because she would find somewhere else to hunt and risk The Veil.  

	Metis.

	The sanction for warmdri could be instant death, and she was no young Vampire newly released from her Accord—the contract that kept unclaimed Vampires safe. Metis knew that warmdri was forbidden, but still she played. Ardell, the House that took her in, could intervene and impose sanction, but Metis strained the boundaries of all. Florian didn’t want to think about the Chambers because it was where the removal of Vampires was carried out by beheading. Her life now depended upon the grace of the Founder of her House, Trista Ardell. Whether she considered the Dev, Metis, worth saving.

	Barric had focused his instruction on the duties in the removal of Devs, which was part of their militia-policing duties. Florian was not a likely choice to serve his community for, in reality, he enjoyed the lighter aspects of life, fashion, gossip, good wine laced with sanctioned blood and seduction. 

	Florian loved seduction above all things, and if not for a troublesome Elf, a Demon bandit, and his anger at witnessing the demise of Vampires, he would be leading the aimless, artless and trite life that he adored. Instead, his life was now filled with self-defence, use of weapons, and the authorisation to use violence against those who threatened The Veil.

	Metis pushed the young man against the wall. The look on his face showed he couldn’t believe his luck at being seduced by such a beautiful, demanding woman. She kissed him with violence, and his lust was a fountain spilling into the atmosphere causing both Runners to edge closer towards the lane. 

	The young man sighed and she answered with a low moan, but Florian knew the desire colouring her had nothing to do with seduction because hers was the ache for the taste of blood. Memory coiled around his mind with the insidious whisper of the forbidden. He shook it off, because even Florian Ribeni dared not return to the pleasure of the indiscriminate drink. He had seen the wrath of the Council, the destruction of Devs, and it was a fate he preferred to avoid. Florian may have never been a noble creature, but he was shrewd enough to survive.

	She ripped her victim’s shirt open, and Florian blinked as the burn of passion laced his mind. The young man was so lost in the moment that Metis didn’t bother to glamour him as she could have him any manner she wished. She licked his neck, and he shivered in anticipation while the Runners flanked the couple, their presence masked from the Vampire by the passion rebounding throughout the air. 

	Metis leaned into the young man and Florian could see the gleam of her fangs in the dim light. She deftly found his artery and pierced it before her victim could protest. Even if he knew what was happening, he was lost between pleasure and pain while balancing on the edge of climax as life and death played upon the night. 

	Metis would know better than to kill him, but a sloppily applied glamour afterwards could leave them all open to notice and threaten The Veil. Barric moved with the swiftness of an aged Vampire and though only in the first throes of becoming Ancient, he was the strongest of all there. He pushed Metis against the wall and her dark eyes flashed silver glints of rage while a tantalising droplet of blood caressed the corner of her full lips. The young man was too dazed to understand the purpose of the two Runners and stayed with his back to the wall. 

	Florian pressed his mouth to the spurting wounds in the victim’s neck. The blood was delicious as a first kiss. He tore himself from the pleasure long enough to seal the wounds with a lick. Florian didn’t care that it was another man—he relished men.

	As Vampires aged, they released their human constrictions. Life was about the connection, not the sex of the companion. Not that Florian had ever cared, as he preferred to enjoy everything—even before becoming Unveiled.

	He pinned the young man to the wall, and the victim was still too woozy to realise that Metis no longer touched him. Florian grabbed the boy by the chin and glared into his eyes. He rarely used glamour as it required caring about the outcome, and for a long time Florian had cared little for anything except his own pleasure.

	“We were never here, and you don’t remember us. You had great sex with a hot woman who then disappeared. Now return to the club.”

	The victim nodded and, ignoring the bloody collar of his shirt, stumbled down the lane towards the rumbling music of the nightclub.

	Metis gave a futile struggle against the firm grip of Barric. “Leave it, bitch.”

	The silver flecks in his eyes glowed as he frowned at the errant Vampire. Metis seemed undisturbed at being caught and laughed in their faces while her sensuous face challenged them. Even Florian, who had not bothered with women for many years, was mesmerised by her vitality. Her disregard for consequence echoed in memories of a long-lost life. 

	She was full of power, openly rejecting the enduring, all-encompassing domination of the Empire. A small regret filled the spaces between duty and action because Florian knew that, despite the predominance of males in their world, the Ghuvk would never allow such a creature to remain free. She was as unrepentant when caught as when breaking their rules.

	Metis of the flashing eyes.

	 


Chapter 2

	She gave them an impudent smile, for Metis cared about neither person nor rule. She was her own goddess.

	“Come to take me back to Ardell? Don’t think it will make much of a difference—not with everyone chasing Galt and the Elf.”

	Florian frowned because it was true. The rogue Aunsin, Ancient Vampire Galt, was wanted for questioning about a recently destroyed Revenant. Such creatures were humans who failed to complete their transformation when Unveiled. This left only a primal killer seeking destruction. Then there was the Elf—she was another matter entirely. 

	Unlike others from his world, he personally knew Zyre. He had the dubious honour of being her companion during her latest escapades—at least while she decided to save the world, before leaving a distraught Martyc prince in her wake.

	Barric was unrelenting. “We are not interested in your opinions. We only care about getting your Dev arse back to your House.”

	She laughed again. The red of her lips invited kisses, the insolence on her face invited slaps. Florian was caught between admiring the freedom of her arrogance and the knowledge of the cliff she was about to leap from.

	“Trista will not be pleased having to sanction you twice in one month,” he warned her.

	“Trista is busy chasing after Bryre while he chases Caden, who chases the idiot Siah, who joined the Daughters. She has lost grip of her House, leaving everyone else to do as they please.”

	She laughed—a hollow sound of a lost soul—and Florian tried to reach her. 

	“If Trista can’t deal with you then she will hand you to the Ghuvk, and you won’t have any appeals there.”

	She struggled against the iron grip of Barric. “Appeal? When was there ever an appeal? When I was bought at Auction like an animal or when I was told Demons ruled the universe! Or maybe when I was told to serve the Vampire Nation—not join—not embrace, but serve!”

	The outrage in her soul had turned to venom, drawing Florian back to the pain of a past life. He looked at her with the eyes of experience and saw there would be no return for Metis. She rebelled against a reality that none of them could change. The rules would be as enduring as the Empire that protected them all, human, Vampire, and Demon alike. 

	Barric had no patience for her grievances. “You could have complained to your Kire when he held your Accord, or even to Trista, but instead you decide to break the cardinal rule of protecting The Veil.”

	Metis raised her perfectly arched brow. “You mean it isn’t every Vampire for themselves?”

	She laughed with scorn and Barric dragged her across the lane to where they had parked the van. Barric opened the rear doors to reveal a set of chains with handcuffs bolted to the floor. Forged from the famous Demon Viznix steel, they were almost impossible to break. He pushed her into the back and as Florian chained her to the floor, she reached out to caress his hand with a finger. 

	His eyes met hers in a moment of fire before he pulled away from the deviant creature. Florian took the other seat in the front while Barric started the engine. A light sprinkle of rain wrapped the night in a damp blanket of recrimination as if to reflect their mood.

	“Your problem is not accepting that you have it good. Ardell is a fine house and Trista a caring Founder. You are lucky they took you in. If you had not been brought to Auction and bound to an Accord the Aegai would have removed you instantly.”

	Metis glared at Barric as if he were an idiot. “Have it good? I had it good. I was successful, wealthy, powerful, and beautiful. Oh yes, I looked like this before Unveiling. So, you think what? That trading my freedom is worth living a long time? I’ve seen the Demons we become. How we have to leave this world for some settlement in The Reveal. I lived a life where humans ruled, where I could have anything I wanted, and you think becoming a blood-drinking mutant is to have it good! What were you before? Some sort of meth whore living in the gutter?”

	Barric started the engine with a growl. “Quiet, woman!”

	Metis laughed again, and Florian stayed silent because he dared not look too closely at his emotions. He enjoyed being a Vampire and now a Runner—a position of influence within his world. The knowledge of their evolution towards Demon, the origin of the infection that made them all Vampires, and the loss of their past was something Florian preferred not to dwell upon. He chose not to revisit previous memories, for their pain could never be reconciled with duty. 

	She had no intention of keeping quiet, and called out to him. “Why are you hiding in shadows doing grunt work? Shouldn’t you be a lapdog of the Elf? I heard that Estienne was sent to bring her back. Does that mean she isn’t lording over Veraign anymore?”

	Florian shifted in his seat because he knew the Elf wasn’t at Veraign, the House he belonged to, and neither was the Herald Estienne. The leader of his House had taken in the Elf during the Taryst Janeb skirmish. Like every male she focussed upon, Estienne had become lost in a desire there was no hope of relieving. Everyone knew that she belonged to the Martyc prince, well everyone except the Elf in question. Elves were always a law unto themselves. 

	Florian had been canny enough not to lose himself in Magical desire, but still the Runners were not pleased that Estienne and Zyre had wandered off to track down Galt. He wondered if Zyre knew that her Vampire friend Siah Quinn had joined the Daughters of Leleht.

	After the first Demon infection turned part of the human population into Vampires, the Demon priestess Leleht escaped from her prison to reinfect the survivors. No one deliberately approached the cult because these succubi were the only Vampires who could live off the blood of their own kind. If the Elf forcibly removed Siah from the Daughters, there could be repercussions that would make the battle with Taryst Janeb look like a stroll in the park.

	The Martyc bandit appeared to have gone from the world, so there was no telling if she was still there. This left everyone jittery, because no one was certain if Taryst Janeb was finished with her revenge.

	“The Elf does what the Elf does, and no one will ever work that out,” said Florian.

	Metis seemed to accept the description of Zyre’s motives and went back to attacking the two Runners.

	“What sins has the great Barric done to have him out in the cold chasing naughty Vampires?”

	Florian shot Barric a look as he speculated how she knew of him and Metis quickly jumped on his curiosity.

	“Do you not know who instructs the infamous Florian Ribeni? Only the second to the Hark himself, Barric—next in line for the honour, for he has served his Nation well. As for inviting Florian to join, well they want to keep good with the only Vampire the Elf seems to like—until she ran off with Estienne.”

	Florian pondered how Metis knew so much about his relationships and even the inner workings of the Runners. He gave Barric a sideways look because his teacher had no airs about him, only a confidence that inspired respect. He wanted to know what else Metis knew and wondered why Barric was silent as she was an unusually well-informed Vampire.

	“Throwing gossip at us won’t stop the sanction coming your way,” he warned.

	But Metis was not to be silenced as the malice in her voice caressed them.

	 “So, why aren’t you doing important things instead of chasing up a bit of innocent fun?”

	Even Barric had enough of her insolence. “Innocent fun! You risk exposing The Veil, you drink without glamour, and you seduce in full view without the common sense to cover your tracks.”

	Metis leaned towards them. “Maybe I’m tired of hiding in the dark like some Demon.”

	Florian understood the contempt in her voice. Demon control of their world was always a contentious issue for Vampires already hiding from the human element. Both Demons and Vampires knew that to remove The Veil would ensure centuries of war that would destroy all concerned. So The Veil remained protected, the Martyc Empire respected while the Vampire Nation was left to govern their own.

	 Rain slicked the road, yet Barric guided them through the narrow streets with ease. Florian flashed a quick glance at the strong hands of his instructor as he manoeuvred the steering wheel. Barric filled the seat with his mass for he was solid as an oak door. Florian wondered if his stoic acceptance of duty was due to a hundred years of policing the antics of wayward Vampires. 

	He had seen that calm before, the same stillness that belonged to the Varkja Demons, the mercenary force of the Martyc prince. Both watched the universe with careful anticipation, and Florian knew that even after a century of service he would never reach the impassive depths of Barric. Florian had too many other distractions, such as an almost friendship with an Elf. 

	Despite his attempt to remove himself from her reach, when Florian heard of her chasing Galt a twinge of alarm impinged his thoughts. Zyre was always up to something and it was never anything peaceful. His world could erupt into chaos after all and it might need the composed nature of Barric to save it.

	An uneasy silence had fallen upon the group, and while Metis was far from resigned to her fate, the interior of the car became thick with gloom. Her impending sanction was unlikely to be changed, because theirs was a precarious existence protected only by a thin layer of secrecy. 

	Looking at her filled him with regret as he saw how lost she had become, which compelled him to try to reach her. This was unusual, since Florian was not known for his concern for others, and until a few weeks ago his interest had been purely self-interest. 

	He turned around in his seat. “Perhaps you would be happier staying at another House. Veraign has many accomplished Vampires.”

	She laughed in his face. “Stay at your own house with you—servant of the Ghuvk! Under a Herald obsessed with an Elf! Amazing how he can follow a Magical creature about, and no one says a thing. A Vampire does nothing more than enjoy what is natural and all hell breaks loose.”

	As Barric’s fangs came to rest on his lower lip, Florian could see that even his mentor’s patience was tried by her arrogance. 

	“Don’t bother trying to save her. Being a Dev is a state of mind she will bring wherever she goes. Leave her to the Council.” 

	Florian couldn’t reply because he was seized by a sense of loss, and then suddenly, all it took was a lapse in judgement—a break in concentration—for everything to change.

	The SUV came from nowhere, its powerful engine lost to tyres with little traction on the slick road. It was driven recklessly by a burly human who had made no adjustment for the change of the surface. 

	While the rain was not substantial, it was enough to release trapped oils from the tar. The top of the vehicle had a lowset roof rack unsuitable for the sheet of metal poorly fastened to it. Florian only managed a quick glance at Barric while he deftly swerved to protect them.

	When Metis saw the SUV sliding towards them, she decided to hurl herself against the opposite side of the van. The force of her hitting the side caused it to swerve roughly back into the path of the oncoming vehicle.

	 “What the—” Florian exclaimed.

	The van was sturdy, but no match for the compact power of the other vehicle, and it shot across the road towards the oncoming weight. In seconds, the van had swept around as it shuddered at the impact. Florian jolted against his door, causing it to fling open, and as he pulled himself back into the still moving van, he saw Barric moving through the windscreen. 

	 The ripping of metal told him that the floor of the van had not been sturdy enough to hold the Demon chains in place, and the bang of the back door told him that Metis had used the moment to escape. Florian knew she would be long gone before he could even turn in her direction. 

	The van’s movement held him captive to its momentum, and he was swept along as he was carried to safety. He saw the confused face of the driver with his hands clenching the steering wheel as the two vehicles met in the ballet of impact. The world was filled with sounds—the protest of tyres, the thud of the still-open back door, engines grinding—but one sound made his blood run cold.

	The harsh grate came from the loose sheet of metal whose edges gleamed as it bounced from the racks. He knew it had come loose from the sound, and that it was riding down the front of the roof of the SUV. But Florian’s eyes were riveted upon the spot in space where the metal sheet would meet the hurtling body of Barric. He had no time between seconds for response, no time for a single sound to be made—not even a soft cry.

	It took but a moment for his mentor—the Vampire of two centuries who had guided him—to have his life end. In that one terrible heart-destroying moment, he watched the one he respected, desired, and hoped to befriend become dust to join the swirling winds that forever balance the scales of The Reveal.

	 


Chapter 3

	The Houses

	The Vampire civilisation was divided into two sets of ruling Houses known as Old World and New World. The core founders of Old World Houses were mutated by the original Demon virus instead of Unveiled by another Vampire. If an Old World Vampire Unveiled another, then that Vampire was also of the powerful Old World blood, and these achieved Ancient status—Aunsin—long before New World Vampires. The closer the relationship of the New World blood was to the original virus, the faster a Vampire aged towards Aunsin. This state was not always determined by the chronological age of the Vampire. 

	 

	Old World

	Balsescu

	Tadeus Balsescu, merchant, soldier of fortune, rogue, and sometimes thief from the amber road, founded this Old World House. Once infected, he used his Vampire attributes to build his wealth before mysteriously disappearing. He was purported to have held possession of the secret Cathar treasure, which vanished after the Albigensian Crusade. Tadeus, suspicious of a Pope capable of organising a crusade against fellow Christians to fill his coffers, formed an alliance with the other Vampires he could locate. He created the first and most powerful House of the Council of the Aeternus.

	Kokumuo

	This ancient house was founded by Uuka, a Samburu warrior, raised in a society of warfare and cattle herding. He was a master of defence and of raiding others for the needs of his people. He rose to become an important figure in his nomadic society. Who else would the Vampire seek to Unveil but one strong enough to survive the harsh world of Africa? He became both the saviour and destroyer of his world. Uuka wandered the continent, enjoying the infamy of being a legend to scare children. He was the bane of villages who chose to leave him a sacrifice rather than live in fear of a nocturnal visit from the dark Demon. The arrival of Europeans caused an upheaval far greater than any he had known. Intending to keep his kind invisible to the new intruders, he formed his House, naming it Kokumuo—one who does not die.

	Daojixu

	His name, Huojin, meant fire metal, born the son of an artisan in the time of dragon bones and named after the skills that ran in his line. Like his father before him, he learned how to spend hours hammering designs onto the bronze weapons of the warriors. He never dreamed he would soon strike terror into the hearts of those men of battle and their noble masters. When attacked, the peasant was allowed within the compound, but the lowly artisan and merchant were left to fend for themselves. Considered less important than those who grew crops, they were often the first victims of battle. It was through the cracks of their doors and windows that he sought revenge, when he crept in at night to end the lives of the men who had left him to the mercy of the Vampire. Centuries later, when the Boxers created chaos, he saw his brethren scatter, some in fear at the New World, some sated with the spoils of war, reckless to the point of discovery. So he created the House of Daojixu to protect those he had freed from the constraints of noble excess.

	 

	New World

	Veraign

	Liberty, Equality, Fraternity and Chaos, was a country torn apart, where anarchy held the reins, where rural resisted the authority of Paris. Here the Vampire roamed, his presence having little impact upon the upheaval of a world gone mad. Aimon Veraign, a young man caught between federalism and the Terror, saw his world torn apart by factions and political purges, where the innocent usually paid the price. About to become another victim of this divided society, the Vampire rescued him from certain death, by offering him certain death. Together they feasted upon the spoils of Bonaparte’s path until the disarray of war was replaced by a far more formidable threat to their existence—peace. He quickly established a protocol for his consorts to live by, and the first of the New World Houses, Veraign, was formed. 

	Ardell

	A Victorian young lady who spent her days saving unfortunate girls from the Great Evil or providing meals for the sunken people, Trista Ardell was not an obvious victim. However, her new world, rich from industrialisation, examined centuries of assumptions and transformed them to accommodate a life hungry for knowledge and experience. The demand for alternate perceptions reverberated throughout her society like a subconscious message, and it was the Vampire who responded to the invitation. Unfettered by the constraints of her culture she saw the possibilities of her New World until the Ripper hysteria put an unwanted focus on the nocturnal activities of the city. Escaping from the cruelty of her Numen—maker, she created her own New World House while determined to keep it free from the limitations of repressed social constructs.

	Cardei

	He came from what was once a province of Rhaetia, a small principality locked in by land and politics. He enjoyed an idyllic youth among the fields of the Unterland and the Oberland until the Kaiser’s war ravaged those about him. He desperately tried to ensure the survival of his village, unaware that the Vampire, sleek from the spoils of war, had decided to investigate the calm of neutrality. Here, he found an isolated people in crisis, starving and sanctioned. Their villages were without communication and a veritable utopia for one bent on destruction. Lyov Cardei, the one who had fought to ensure his neighbours prevailed during this hardship, did not realise his determination shone like a beacon. It invited him to be Unveiled and to change him from the champion of survival to the instigator of their demise. After the ravages of war, he formed the last New World House to keep those of his blood safe with the same zeal, he had murdered those he had formerly protected.

	 


Chapter 4

	A few weeks earlier.

	Florian Ribeni, from the House of Veraign, surveyed the vast garden before him from the window of his austere bedroom. Usually extravagant, he now preferred elegance over excess to keep his life less problematic. Lately, it had become complicated, but such was the capricious nature of his world. He had preferred an existence of trite observations and the pursuit of luxury to what he faced now.

	Restraint, he had learned, was the only defence after his misadventures with an Elf.

	Because of Zyre, he bore the dubious honour of meeting the Demon power behind his world. A privilege reserved for the Ghuvk, their leaders, not a vain fashion plate with a weakness for silk. Zyre, the Elf and love interest of the prince of the realm, had embroiled him in dangerous and unwanted escapades.

	Preparations for the Velare Ball hummed through the manor, home of their House, and the excitement thrilled him. The yearly event was a sensational exhibition of Vampire extravagance and served as both census and communion for the preternatural attendees.

	This year he made no plans because they would be inevitably ruined by an arrogant Demon called Vryn Dhaigre. The Martyc prince had done the unthinkable and accepted his invitation. This meant the Elf was going to cause havoc. She loved nothing more than annoying Demons, and despite Florian’s best efforts to avoid her, he would somehow wind up included in the mayhem.

	“Ribeni,” called out an arrogant upstart named Wynton. “Got any Magical plans?”

	Wynton, handsome with curling dark hair, could rival Florian’s beauty, and used Vampire cruelty at every opportunity. He embodied the worst of their kind—the one who abused power.

	The remark made Florian grit his teeth. He was not a violent Vampire, as those of his House knew. So, they took every chance to mock him, his love of fabric, and fine living alike.

	“Not sure,” he sniped at Wynton, “shall I tell her you want to know?”

	Wynton paled—if a Vampire can—and slunk away before being noticed by the wayward Magical nuisance.

	Those who founded or governed Houses carried incomprehensible agendas, inscrutable personas, and formidable power. So, Florian knew there was no point complaining to the Herald of his House, as Estienne was well under the spell of the mischievous Elf. 

	His tastes had always favoured men—though not exclusively—so while Florian saw her power, he managed to stay apart from its effect. He no longer had the luxury of enjoying a carefree existence of superficial ignorance. His unwanted Magical friend had forced him to face the precarious reality of his world.

	Several weeks before, Estienne had called Florian into his study. This usually meant a stern rebuke or some thankless task. It was, of course, the latter.

	Estienne Morel, Herald of the House of Veraign, stood on the threshold of Aunsin. It was considered a triumph to reach their ancient status. His long white hair and blue eyes were so laced with the silver of age that they shone. This made older Vampires appear as ice.

	He frowned. “It has been decided by the Ghuvk that you are to escort a guest to Veraign.”

	Florian felt his heart sink. Escorting a guest probably meant being a driver for a returning Aunsin. The Vampires would return for Velare, the social event of the year. 

	He tried to object, saying, “I have not made my preparations for Velare. Why not ask Wynton, he is very organised.”

	Florian happily threw the annoying Vampire into the mix. It served him right. 

	Estienne gave him a look that brooked no argument. “You will be given instructions and told exactly what to say.”

	Florian nodded before returning the garden to sulk. Only later did he learn he was to invite an Elf—of all the beings to suffer! He had never met one but knew of their terrible reputations and Zyre, well Zyre was no exception. 

	When the vain gadabout was chosen to watch over the Elf, Florian was not as much honoured as perplexed by his new status. He had never put himself forward for anything but the most superficial of tasks. He was no bureaucrat, less diplomat, and even the annoying Elf had to realise that his interest was more self-preservation than affection.  

	So he went to the florist, dreading the encounter.

	Florian knew he was to contribute to the communal wealth of his House or serve when asked. For some reason, the Vampires thought that offering the Magical miscreant sanctuary would give them political advantage over a Martyc prince who claimed her as his. But no one had considered how to protect an Elf hell bent on causing trouble every moment she was able. Zyre was as arrogant as the Demons she scorned, and rightly so, for she was more powerful than them all. 

	The Elf was intolerant of Vampire vanities and laughed at their attempts to retain a power they never had. She was kind to humans, talked to animals, and stole whenever it took her fancy. She had an inherent joy in mischief yet would abandon it on whim to help another. She was nothing he had ever encountered, and while the journey had some excitements there were times Florian would have preferred to remain an ignorant ornament of his world. 

	Florian had been instructed by the Vampire Edwina. “You will offer her sanctuary. Give her a card with the address.”

	Edwina was tiny, with light brown hair and fierce hazel eyes. She glared up at the taller Florian as he sulked.

	“I have never met a Magical in person. How will I get her attention?”

	The little Vampire gave a wicked smile. “Oh, she will find you.”

	Florian sighed and left to get ready. Politics were boring.

	**********

	He took his suit from the wardrobe hoping Zyre would find anyone else in the universe to annoy because, for Vampires, this was the night of nights. His fear of being coerced into another adventure came alive when she suddenly appeared. 

	“Drive me to town.”

	 The beauty of the Elf could be mesmerising, but Florian was not interested. Only a lunatic would get between a Martyc Demon and his quest.

	“I can’t. I must get ready for Velare.” He tried to put her off, because any time with Zyre was trouble.

	Her kaleidoscope eyes flashed, cutting through his protest.

	 This was the one night that he could enjoy the trappings of wealth and arrive in as flamboyant manner as his shallow heart decreed. However, this was no jaunt into mischief as her mesmerising eyes were the stark sapphire of intent. Florian realised why those who knew Elves treated them with caution. She was the deadly combination of Demon intent with the Magical force to back up her whims.

	It was too much to expect coherent directions, so Florian followed her brisk, random commands—turn here, now there—until they arrived. Once the car stopped, Zyre disappeared without comment, and Florian was happy enough to wait while he picked imaginary lint off his suit or checked his watch with impatience. 

	She reappeared a few moments later and much to his relief she seemed to be in cheerful spirits. His joy that they were finally on their way to the Ball was short lived as she made him park down the street far away from the entrance to the Chambers. 

	“There is parking closer,” he grumbled. This act of walking was going to sully his new shoes.

	Florian would have kept sulking, had he not silenced the Ballroom by entering with an Elf on his arm. Her copper hair shone, dressed in a gown of turquoise to match her ever-changing eyes, and her warmth seemed to invade the entire Ballroom.

	 Zyre was easily the most beautiful female present, she was also the most interesting, and as the obsession of the Demon prince she drew the speculation of all. Not that she would have noticed it for her priorities were stuck somewhere between stealing apples and patting cats.

	Florian would have been in his element, enjoying gossip and noting every lapse in immaculate presentation, but the Elf kept disappearing into a Magical dissolve to return with another unexplained agenda. It was his duty to present himself to the representatives of their Council—the Ideals—and to his relief Zyre dissolved as he approached the three beings sitting on what resembled thrones at the top of the room.

	Seconds later, she was dragging him across the room to the table of another House, and he watched in horror as she ignored the powerful Founder of Cardei as she invited a young Vampire to live with them at Veraign. Siah Quinn, an unclaimed Old World Vampire was the talk of all. Abandoned, she had been rescued by the House of Cardei, partly because of her bloodline and partly because she was the spitting image of a long-dead Vampire. 

	Zyre, for some obscure reason, had been tracking the young Vampire. Now she smiled her wicked Elf smile at the table.

	“This is my friend Florian. Such nice Vampire.”

	Her words made Florian quake. What the hell was she doing? 

	Zyre continued, “If you don’t like your friends, if they be unkind, you can always visit Florian. He won’t mind—not one bit!”

	Florian choked at the invitation, revealing that he did mind as silver flecks gleamed in the eyes of Lyov, the founder of Cardei and very powerful Aunsin.

	Zyre disappeared again. Just like a Magical creature to drop a clanger then disappear during the fallout, leaving him to face the potential insult of one powerful enough to ensure his demise.

	 Luckily, Lyov Cardei was more amused than disturbed by her audacity.

	“You keep interesting company,” was the only comment the Ancient made.

	 Florian escaped back to the table set for Veraign as quickly as possible.

	He was enjoying some champagne laced with blood as he regaled those present with his commentary of fashion gone askew, when like the proverbial bad penny the Elf was back at his side. It was then an arrival caught the collective attention of the room, and it wasn’t that he was unexpected as much as the impact of his entourage that had everyone pause. Though he was a Demon, even Florian had to admit he was one whose appearance was as immaculate as the self-absorbed Vampire. 

	The thick black hair of the Martyc fell in perfect waves to his shoulders while his smouldering eyes surveyed the crowd before them. He carried himself with the kind of poise that made strength appear civilised, and at six and a half feet he stood easily above the throng. Elegant, powerful, dangerous—his presence sent both women and men into private reveries of sex and power.

	“Vryn Dhaigre.” His name became a whisper echoing into corners.

	Florian would have to admit that the dark eyes of the Xatn had done more than mesmerise. There was an undeniable sensuality in his form. His suit accentuated his broad form, the promise of heat and strength beneath it, the mouth made for sin. Before he could restrain himself, a desire as enticing as warmdri ran through Florian—sweet, reckless, and unwise. 

	The thought of that body against his own, hot and unyielding, came with the ache of willing surrender. Gender had never hindered him. He was a Vampire for all seasons, and his tastes had always leaned toward brooding, handsome bastards. 

	Yet this one was danger incarnate, his flesh sworn elsewhere, his nature drawn to women and war, and so Florian buried his hunger beneath the cool mask of amusement while his thoughts burned in silence.

	The Martyc strode across the room to greet the Ideals.

	Vryn Dhaigre bowed to one. “Ideal Hilara.” He greeted her with impeccable courtesy.

	 The music started and soon he was whirling the Vampire leader across the dance floor. Despite himself, Florian felt a pang of jealousy that she would experience something he never would as Martycs were notoriously straight, so instead he sniped his discontent at his audience.

	Florian snorted. “I suppose it’s not as bad as waking in a pile of ashes.”

	The younger Vampires giggled slyly while Zyre gave him a curious look. Seeing the Elf’s confusion, one younger Vampire explained, her eyes bright with the vanity of the enhanced. 

	“When fat people go through the Change, they wake up in their own ashes as they transform into slimmer Vampires.”

	The Elf gazed at the dancers as if reassessing their world. “So fat is not good?”

	Her innocent question should have warned Florian that Magical mayhem was near.

	“Fat is a despicable state,” he explained, “and no Vampire admits to the shame of ashes.”

	Her eyes hardened with secret knowledge, but Florian, lost in his own scorn, failed to notice. 

	“So, no ashes for you?” she asked.

	“God no,” laughed a scornful Florian, “I was never so revolting!”

	The Elf shrugged as if his assertion had no value. “Humans have all shapes and they are beautiful.”

	An annoyed Florian couldn’t let it pass. “Not Vampire beautiful,” he corrected with smug satisfaction.

	A second later the bulk of the Martyc was standing at their table, which quickly ended all conversations as they all stared at the dark prince. Florian fought against a forbidden desire that abated the moment the Demon stretched out his hand for Zyre. 

	“May I?” asked the Demon.

	To Florian’s surprise she accepted without shouting her usual disapproval of the Demon, and he lost them as they merged into the crowd of dancers. At first, he was too busy trying to conceal his suppressed jealousy to notice the reactions of the others at the table. 

	“Excellent, Florian,” chortled Wynton, his eyes alive with contempt.

	He was confused by the comment until the barely concealed malice of giggles around him had Florian give the table a questioning look. He knew the pleasure dancing in their eyes because he had been guilty of it himself. He glanced around to check for whatever was amusing his trite companions. 

	Edwina tapped his back. “You might want to check your coat.”

	 Florian twisted around to see his once immaculate coat now had a layer of strange white hair covering the shoulders. He quickly removed it to inspect the extent of the damage. The entire back of his beautiful silk suit was covered in not just a few, but nearly half a centimetre of sticky, very white cat fur. His pastel green eyes searched the dance floor for his target, and he gave the dancing Elf a glare of enmity that was so fierce it silenced the giggles.

	Florian moved to the nearest exit, knowing the hulking Aegai watching Vampire splendour from a distance would be of no help. The dim-witted Demons were good for repetitive tasks and anything new would startle them into confused inactivity. 

	“I want,” he started to ask, only to watch the hulking Demon walk away.

	He wandered about hoping to find a bathroom of sorts for while Vampires didn’t require much in the way of ablutions they did like to gaze at their own perfection in mirrors.

	Unfamiliar with the layout, he opened various doors until he came to a stairwell. He followed the concrete stairs upward, unimpressed with the lack of aesthetic of this area as it seemed the resources had gone only to the seen areas of the Chambers. 

	“What the hell is this?” he muttered to himself as he climbed.

	Getting fed up with what seemed like endless landings that curved him further up the building, he was about to give up when he finally saw a doorway. Pleased at arriving somewhere he yanked the door open and stepped with confusion onto the open rooftop of the building as the door slammed behind him. 

	Florian took one look at the four stone gargoyles sitting impassively in each corner with their faces averted as if the unexpected arrival of the Vampire had offended them and his heart sank. He rushed to the door, which naturally with his luck of late had locked behind him. 

	“Oh, bloody hell!” he fumed.

	He considered ripping the door off its hinges but was unwilling to deal with the public humiliation of explaining how he wound up on a roof covered in cat fur while destroying Vampire property during the Ball. He saw the roof almost touch another building on one side, but there was no way back inside.

	Florian wandered carefully over to the street side of the roof where a huge mound of bricks waiting to be put to good use lay in a tumbled pile. The street below showed that he was above the entrance, and he considered jumping down when he remembered it would be nearly impossible to get an Aegai to re-admit him at that time.

	Then two alarming things occurred, leaving Florian no time to decide. The first was the flash of movement on the roof directly across the street, one moment he was alone, and the next he saw a group of Oric in the shadows. The sight of the human hunters of Vampires at the Chambers alarmed him. This was not acceptable behaviour and could only mean trouble.

	He stood back in apprehension for while one Oric could be easily managed. But an entire group had been known to remove Vampires from the world—in a dust-swirling-through-The-Reveal sort of way, where the universe tidies its dead.

	 A shrill whistle caused more action on the street as Varkja silently detached themselves from buildings. Now the soldiers of the Martyc prince were at Velare. This was more than unacceptable—this was dangerous for his kind.

	Florian found himself consumed by an overwhelming fear that humans and Demons had combined to attack the Vampire Nation. He had a compelling urge to get back inside the Chambers, but then Runners suddenly appeared. The street was now host to a silent formidable standoff as the three groups eyed each other with a confusing but violent intent.

	 Florian then had the unique experience of seeing the Elf appear, scold the soldiers, and dissolve back to the roof opposite. That was the final straw for the Vampire, who needed to return immediately to the Ball to warn the Ghuvk. 

	The second event froze him—the sound of the roof door slamming shut behind. He turned slowly to see the Martyc Vryn Dhaigre, formidable in his uniform, step upon the roof as his dark face became darker with a murderous rage.

	“Oh crap,” said Florian Ribeni, purveyor of gossip and fashion plate of the Vampire world.

	 


Chapter 5

	His past longings of desire faded into a patina of terror as the Vampire stared at the Demon. His indifference gave Florian little comfort. There was no understanding Demon minds—to him their logic was only slightly better than Magical lunacy. 

	The Martyc crossed over to look at the roof opposite. Florian had little doubt that the prince was searching for the Elf, for somehow, he knew she was at the heart of everyone’s strange behaviour.

	As if satisfied with his search, Dhaigre suddenly crossed to the corner where he touched a Gargoyle with the command, “Guard.”

	Florian then had the dubious pleasure of witnessing what few ever had—stone shifting back into the leathery flesh of the reptilian guard. The skin of the gnarled beasts was so rough as to leave Aegai Demons looking soft in comparison. They shook themselves as their wings stretched for a second before refolding onto their backs. Their strange pink eyes revealed nothing of their nature, while their reptile-like faces were ugly reminders of The Reveal.  

	His choices were few—leap into the street to face the Varkja or Oric, attempt to enter the Chambers, or remain on the roof to address the Demon prince. Florian remained frozen as he tried to choose the lesser of evils when a disturbing change in the air had him turn towards the roof opposite. A wave of power rolled across, riveting the Martyc, and they stood together—a strange pair—watching gangly Demons invade the air around them.
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