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Chapter 1 – The Taste of Old Blood
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The first thing Ursus Blackwood noticed about the Vesper estate was that it smelled alive.

Not alive in the comforting way of candlelight, fresh flowers, and warm kitchens. The ancient mansion smelled alive the way a graveyard smelled alive beneath a full moon—quiet, watching, and filled with secrets that had waited centuries for someone foolish enough to uncover them.

The Blackwood carriage stopped before the towering iron gates just after midnight.

Beyond them stood Vesper Hall, a gothic monument carved from black stone and surrounded by dead trees whose twisted branches reached toward the sky like accusing fingers. The windows glowed with golden light, but Ursus knew better than to trust appearances.

In his world, beautiful things were often the most dangerous.

He stepped down from the carriage, adjusting the black coat hanging over his broad shoulders. The silver buttons reflected the moonlight, each engraved with the Blackwood family crest: a wolf surrounded by flames.

A symbol that had once represented honor.

Now it represented fear.

The whispers had followed him for years.

The Blackwood heir.
The cursed blood.
The family that slaughtered an entire court.
Ursus had spent most of his life carrying a history he did not remember and a crime he never committed.

Tonight was supposed to change that.

Or at least reveal whether the truth was worth finding.

A servant opened the estate gates without saying a word.

That alone irritated Ursus.

People usually reacted to him in one of two ways. They either feared him or tried desperately to impress him. Silence was rare.

Inside Vesper Hall, hundreds of supernatural nobles gathered beneath crystal chandeliers. Vampires in elegant suits stood beside ancient witches wearing enchanted jewelry. Demons, shifters, immortals, and other creatures hidden from humanity watched each other carefully.

The annual gathering of the Devil’s Gentlemen was never simply a party.

It was a battlefield disguised as a celebration.

Ursus walked through the crowd, ignoring the conversations that stopped when he passed.

"Is that really him?"

"The last Blackwood?"

"The monster’s descendant?"

He heard every word.

His senses were too sharp not to.

But after centuries of being judged by a dead family's mistakes, he had learned something important.

People’s opinions were easier to carry than their pity.

A glass of dark wine appeared in front of him.

Ursus turned.

A tall vampire noble offered it with a nervous smile.

"Lord Blackwood."

Ursus accepted the glass but did not drink.

"Am I supposed to be impressed that you remembered my title?"

The vampire swallowed.

"I meant no disrespect."

"Most people say that immediately before disrespecting me."

The vampire quickly disappeared into the crowd.

Ursus almost smiled.

Almost.

He had no interest in making friends tonight.

He had come for answers.

For months, strange dreams had haunted him.

Dreams of burning castles.

Dreams of screaming voices.

Dreams of Blackwood ancestors standing in a circle of blood, not as murderers—but as protectors.

Something inside him knew those visions were not imagination.

His blood was trying to tell him something.

And blood never forgot.

A bell rang throughout the mansion.

The room slowly became quiet.

At the top of the grand staircase stood the host of the evening.

Leonardo Vesper.

Ursus had heard the stories.

Everyone had.

The Vesper family was one of the oldest Devil’s Gentleman bloodlines in existence. Unlike the Blackwoods, they had never been destroyed by scandal.

They had remained wealthy.

Powerful.

Untouchable.

Leonardo descended the stairs with the confidence of someone who knew every person in the room wanted something from him.

He wore a deep burgundy suit, almost the color of dried blood. His dark hair was perfectly styled, and his expression carried a dangerous mixture of elegance and arrogance.

But what caught Ursus’s attention was not his appearance.

It was his presence.

Something about Leonardo felt wrong.

Not evil.

Something more complicated.

Like a beautiful song played with a broken instrument.

Leonardo reached the floor and immediately looked toward Ursus.

Their eyes met.

For a moment, the entire room disappeared.

Ursus felt something strange.

Recognition.

Impossible.

He had never met Leonardo Vesper before.

Yet some ancient part of him reacted as if it had been waiting.

Leonardo's expression changed slightly.

Only for a second.

But Ursus noticed.

The Vesper heir felt it too.

Interesting.

"Lord Blackwood."

Leonardo's voice was smooth, calm, and far too confident.

"Lord Vesper."

The two men stood several feet apart, surrounded by generations of hatred.

"You came," Leonardo said.

"I was invited."

"Many were invited. Few accepted."

Ursus studied him.

"Was that supposed to mean something?"

Leonardo smiled faintly.

"It means most people are afraid of what they might discover."

"And you?"

Leonardo lifted his glass.

"I have spent several centuries discovering things I wished I had never known."

That answer was not what Ursus expected.

Before he could respond, Leonardo turned toward the crowd.

"Tonight, we celebrate unity among our houses."

A few nobles laughed quietly.

Unity.

Everyone knew that word was usually used when powerful families wanted something.

Leonardo continued.

"But we also honor history."

At that word, Ursus felt a cold sensation travel through his body.

History.

His least favorite subject.

"Tonight," Leonardo said, "we open the Vesper archives to selected guests."

A murmur spread through the room.

The Vesper archives were legendary.

Ancient documents.

Family records.

Forbidden magical texts.

Information that could destroy reputations.

Ursus watched Leonardo carefully.

Why announce this tonight?

Why invite him?

The answer came when Leonardo looked directly at him.

"The truth has a way of returning when bloodlines are ready to face it."

The room became silent.

Everyone understood.

This was not a normal invitation.

This was about him.

About Blackwood.

After the speech, Ursus followed the crowd toward the archive wing. He had no intention of trusting Leonardo, but curiosity had always been his greatest weakness.

The archive doors were massive, carved with symbols older than most supernatural kingdoms.

A Vesper servant unlocked them.

Inside were thousands of books.

Ancient scrolls.

Family records.

Paintings covered in dust.

Ursus walked slowly through the room, feeling the weight of centuries surrounding him.

Then something caught his eye.

A leather-bound book hidden behind a row of older texts.

There was no title.

Only a symbol.

The Blackwood crest.

His heartbeat changed.

Impossible.

The book should not exist.

His family records had supposedly been destroyed after the massacre.

He reached toward it.

The moment his fingers touched the cover, pain exploded through his hand.

A vision consumed him.

Fire.

Blood.

A battlefield.

A man wearing Blackwood armor standing among fallen bodies.

But he was not attacking.

He was protecting them.

A voice whispered through the darkness.

"They will make you monsters because they fear the truth."

Then another voice answered.

"Hide the blood. Hide the memory. One day, someone will return to uncover what was stolen."

Ursus gasped and pulled his hand away.

The book fell to the floor.

"You found it."

Leonardo's voice came from behind him.

Ursus turned sharply.

The Vesper heir stood in the doorway.

For the first time that night, his confident expression was gone.

He looked almost afraid.

"What is this?" Ursus demanded.

Leonardo stepped closer.

"A truth your family lost."

Ursus's eyes narrowed.

"Why does it have my family's crest?"

Because I wanted you to find it.

Because my family buried it.

Because your blood and mine are connected by something neither of us understands."

Leonardo stopped a few feet away.

"Your family was never supposed to be destroyed, Ursus."

The use of his first name surprised him.

"Careful."

"Why?"

"Because you sound like you know me."

Leonardo looked at the ancient book between them.

"I know your blood."

The words sent a chill through Ursus.

Outside, thunder shook the mansion.

The lights flickered.

And for the first time in centuries, the Blackwood and Vesper bloodlines stood together in the same room.

Not as enemies.

Not yet as allies.

But as two men finally facing the secret that had haunted their families for generations.

Ursus looked at Leonardo.

He should have hated him.

He had every reason.

But hatred was not what he felt.

It was something far more dangerous.

Curiosity.

And beneath that curiosity was a desire he did not want to admit.

The Devil’s Gentleman had always been taught one rule:

Never trust a Vesper.

But nobody had ever warned him what would happen if he wanted one.
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Chapter 2 – The Gentleman of Bourbon
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The next morning, Ursus Blackwood woke with the taste of ash on his tongue.

That was unusual.

Not because of the nightmares. Those had become a familiar companion throughout his life.

But because this time, the dream had not felt like a dream.

It had felt like a memory.

He stood in the dark bedroom of Vesper Hall, staring out through the tall windows overlooking the ancient grounds. The forest beyond the mansion remained covered in mist, hiding whatever secrets waited among the trees.

His hand still hurt.

The place where he had touched the old book burned with a faint magical sensation, even though no wound remained.

Blood magic.

Ancient.

Powerful.

Personal.

The Blackwood family had always possessed an unusual connection to their bloodline. Every descendant carried fragments of the past inside them. Memories. Emotions. Instincts.

But never before had Ursus experienced another person's memories.

Never before had his own ancestors spoken to him.

And never before had a Vesper been involved.

That was the part he hated most.

Leonardo Vesper.

Elegant.

Dangerous.

Infuriatingly attractive.

Ursus clenched his jaw.

The attraction was a problem.

A very inconvenient problem.

For centuries, the Blackwoods and Vespers had stood on opposite sides of supernatural politics. Their families had exchanged threats, insults, and occasional violence.

The idea of trusting Leonardo was ridiculous.

The idea of wanting him was worse.

A knock interrupted his thoughts.

"Enter."

The door opened, and a servant bowed.

"Lord Vesper requests your presence."

Ursus looked at the servant.

"Does he often summon guests like they are servants?"

The servant lowered his eyes.

"No, my lord."

"Then why does he believe I will come?"

The servant hesitated.

"Because he said you would."

Ursus almost laughed.

Almost.

Leonardo Vesper was either extremely confident or dangerously arrogant.

Possibly both.

"Where?"

"The private distillery."

Of course.

The Gentleman of Bourbon.

The title followed Leonardo everywhere.

Among supernatural elites, he was famous not only for his wealth and political influence but for his rare collection of enchanted spirits.

Bourbon aged for centuries.

Liquids infused with magic.

Drinks that could heal wounds, reveal memories, or expose lies.

Most people considered Leonardo a collector.

Ursus suspected he was something much more dangerous.



The Vesper distillery was located beneath the mansion.

The entrance was hidden behind a stone wall that opened only when Leonardo placed his hand against it.

Another display of power.

Another reminder that nothing about the Vesper family was ordinary.

Inside, Ursus found a world completely different from the cold elegance above.

The underground chamber was warm.

Wooden barrels lined the walls. Ancient bottles rested behind glass cabinets. Golden lanterns illuminated shelves filled with rare spirits collected from across the supernatural world.

The air smelled of oak, smoke, and something older.

Something magical.

Leonardo stood behind a polished wooden table, pouring bourbon into two crystal glasses.

"I was wondering how long it would take you to arrive."

Ursus remained near the entrance.

"I almost didn't."

"But you did."

"I wanted answers."

Leonardo smiled.

"Everyone
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