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The Devil’s Game

Chapter 1 – The House Always Watches

[image: ]


Rain glazed the streets of Prague like black varnish.

The city after midnight looked less like something inhabited by humans and more like the remains of an old cathedral submerged beneath dark water. Gold-lit windows flickered behind curtains. Gothic towers disappeared into mist. Somewhere in the distance, church bells rang with the slow exhaustion of something ancient forced awake.

Kaith stood beneath the broken streetlamp outside his apartment building, staring at the tarot card in his hand.

The Devil.

Its edges were wet with blood.

Not metaphorically.

Actual blood.

It stained the grooves of his fingers and dripped slowly from the corner onto the pavement below.

Kaith swallowed hard.

The card had not been there an hour ago.

He knew because he had locked every window himself, checked every doorway twice, and spread salt beneath the threshold after the last vision nearly killed him.

Still, somehow, the card had appeared on the table beside his bed.

Waiting.

The illustration on its face shifted subtly under the rainlight. Horned silhouettes twisted behind a throne of black marble. Chains wrapped around kneeling figures whose faces were hidden beneath shadows.

At the bottom of the card, written in elegant silver ink, was a single sentence.

The Velvet House invites you to play.

No address.

No signature.

Yet Kaith already knew where it was.

That was the worst part.

The city whispered certain places into existence when it wanted something from you.

The Velvet House was one of them.

He had heard stories for years:
A hidden casino beneath Prague where monsters gambled more than money.
Where immortals wagered memories.
Where demons honored contracts better than priests honored prayers.
Where people disappeared.
And where the master of the house never lost.

A cold ache pulsed suddenly behind Kaith’s eyes.

His breath caught.

Another vision.

He stumbled backward against the wall as the world distorted violently around him.

Rain vanished.

The street dissolved.

Fire erupted instead.

Prague burned beneath a crimson sky.

People screamed somewhere below while ash drifted through the air like snow.

And standing at the center of the flames—

A man.

Tall.

Elegant.

Silver eyes glowing like moonlight through smoke.

Watching Kaith directly.

Not part of the vision.

Watching him.

The sensation hit like a knife behind his ribs.

Kaith gasped and the world snapped back into place.

Rain again.

Dark streets again.

His pulse thundered painfully.

“Fuck,” he whispered hoarsely.

The visions were getting worse.

For months they had come without warning:
strangers dying in alleyways,
rotting rivers filled with bodies,
cathedrals collapsing beneath black wings.
But the silver-eyed man remained constant.

Always there.

Always watching.

Kaith shoved the card into the pocket of his coat and started walking before he could convince himself not to.

The city guided him.

That was the only way to describe it.

Turn left.
Cross the bridge.
Ignore the tram rails.
Keep walking.
Prague unfolded around him in labyrinthine silence until the ordinary streets slowly changed into something stranger.

The buildings became older.

Narrower.

Windows darkened behind iron bars.

He passed a violinist playing beneath an archway though no case sat open for coins. A woman in white fur smoked outside a café despite the rain, her eyes glowing faintly gold as he walked past.

No humans noticed.

Or perhaps humans simply chose not to look.

At the end of a crooked alley stood a crimson door beneath a black lantern.

No sign marked the building.

No music escaped from within.

Yet Kaith instantly understood he had arrived.

The Velvet House.

His instincts screamed at him to leave.

Instead, he opened the door.

Warmth swallowed him immediately.

Not warmth exactly.

Heat.

Heavy and intimate.

The scent of expensive liquor, smoke, old velvet, and something metallic curled through the air.

Blood.

The casino stretched beneath cathedral ceilings painted black and gold. Chandeliers dripped crimson crystal overhead while candlelight flickered across crowded gaming tables.

And none of the patrons looked entirely human.

Kaith froze near the entrance.

A woman laughed softly while revealing sharpened teeth over a glass of red wine. A man with silver tattoos shuffled cards whose symbols moved independently across their surfaces. Shadows lingered unnaturally long around certain guests, stretching across marble floors like living creatures.

Nobody looked surprised to see him.

That frightened him more than anything.

A waiter approached soundlessly.

He wore black gloves and a wine-colored suit perfectly tailored to his thin frame.

“Mr. Kaith,” he said smoothly.

Kaith’s stomach tightened.

“I never gave my name.”

“No,” the waiter replied calmly. “But the House knows who enters.”

The words settled unpleasantly beneath his skin.

The waiter gestured toward the center floor.

“Your seat has been prepared.”

Kaith should have left.

Instead, curiosity dragged him forward like a hook through flesh.

The deeper he walked into the casino, the stranger things became.

A roulette wheel spun without human hands touching it.

Cards floated briefly above one table before settling again.

At another table, two men argued viciously over what sounded disturbingly like years of life rather than money.

“Ten years,” one snarled.

“Twenty,” the other countered coldly.

Kaith kept walking.

Then he saw him.

The silver-eyed man from the visions.

He sat alone at the farthest gaming table beneath a chandelier of black crystal. A deck of cards rested elegantly between long pale fingers. His suit was obsidian-black, sharply cut, severe in its perfection. Dark hair brushed his collarbone in careless waves.

Beautiful.

Terrifyingly so.

Not soft beauty.

Predatory beauty.

The kind belonging to things that smiled while deciding whether to kill you.

Conversations nearby had quieted subtly around him. Not from fear exactly.

Reverence.

Power clung to him visibly.

Kaith stopped several feet away.

The man looked up.

Silver eyes locked onto his instantly.

Recognition flashed there.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

Like he had been expecting this moment for a very long time.

The man smiled slightly.

Everything in Kaith’s body tightened in response.

“Well,” the stranger murmured, voice smooth as aged whiskey, “you took longer than I anticipated.”

Kaith forced himself to speak evenly.

“Do I know you?”

“No.”

The smile deepened faintly.

“But you’ve been dreaming about me.”

A chill slid down Kaith’s spine.

The stranger gestured toward the empty chair across from him.

“Sit.”

It sounded less like a request and more like gravity.

Kaith hated that he obeyed.

The chair beneath him was velvet and strangely warm.

Up close, the man looked even more inhuman. Not obviously monstrous—nothing so simple—but wrong in subtle ways. Too still. Too composed. Like an old painting pretending to breathe.

“You invited me here?” Kaith asked.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The man shuffled the cards once.

Every candle nearby flickered simultaneously.

“Because,” he said softly, “someone is trying very hard to kill you.”

Kaith’s pulse skipped.

The stranger studied him carefully, gaze lingering with unsettling intensity.

Then his expression changed slightly.

Interest sharpened.

“You brought it with you.”

Kaith instinctively touched the tarot card hidden in his pocket.

The stranger noticed immediately.

Of course he did.

“What is it?” Kaith demanded.

Instead of answering, the man extended one pale hand across the table.

“Show me.”

Kaith hesitated.

Every instinct warned against trusting him.

Yet beneath the fear was something worse:
curiosity.
Slowly, he removed the card from his pocket and placed it onto the table.

The moment the stranger saw it, the atmosphere around them shifted.

Not metaphorically.

Actually shifted.

The chandeliers dimmed.

Somewhere across the casino, a woman gasped.

The stranger’s fingers stopped moving.

For the first time since Kaith entered the Velvet House, the silver-eyed man looked genuinely unsettled.

He stared at the bloodstained Devil card with open recognition.

Then he lifted his gaze back to Kaith.

“What did you do?” Kaith asked quietly.

The man ignored the question.

Instead, he asked one of his own.

“How many visions have you had this week?”

Kaith said nothing.

The stranger’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“That many.”

Kaith’s irritation flared through the unease.

“You still haven’t answered me.”

A long silence stretched between them.

Then the stranger leaned back slowly in his chair.

“My name,” he said at last, “is Carlson.”

The name moved strangely through the room.

Nearby patrons subtly looked away.

As though hearing it directly carried risk.

Carlson’s silver gaze settled onto Kaith again, impossibly calm now despite the tension beneath it.

“You should understand something very clearly,” he said.

The casino around them suddenly felt quieter.

Watching.

Waiting.

Carlson touched the edge of the Devil card lightly.

The blood on its surface blackened beneath his fingertips.

And in a voice soft enough to sound almost intimate, he whispered:

“You should never have accepted my invitation.”
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The Devil card remained between them like an open wound.

Kaith could not stop staring at it.

The blood staining its surface had darkened almost black beneath Carlson’s fingertips, spreading through the painted illustration in vein-like fractures. Around them, the casino continued moving with deceptive elegance—glasses clinking softly, cards shuffling, velvet shoes gliding across marble floors—but the tension at their table felt isolated from the rest of the room.

As though the Velvet House itself were listening.

Carlson leaned back slightly in his chair, silver eyes fixed on the tarot card with an expression Kaith still could not fully decipher.

Not fear exactly.

Recognition.

Which somehow felt worse.

“You’re very calm for someone who just implied I’m being hunted,” Kaith said.

Carlson finally looked up.

“And you’re very calm for someone carrying one of the most dangerous objects ever created.”

Kaith crossed his arms. “You say dramatic things like that often?”

A faint smile touched Carlson’s mouth.

“Only when they’re true.”

The bastard was beautiful even when irritating.

Especially when irritating.

Kaith hated that he noticed.

Carlson’s gaze dropped briefly to Kaith’s hands before returning upward again, observant in a way that felt almost invasive.

“You’ve used the deck recently,” he said.

It wasn’t phrased as a question.

Kaith’s shoulders stiffened.

“That’s none of your business.”

“It became my business the moment the House allowed you inside.”

Kaith frowned immediately.

“The House allowed me?”

Carlson gestured vaguely toward the casino around them.

“You think you entered this place because of a bloodstained invitation and curiosity?” His tone turned softer, almost amused. “Nothing enters the Velvet House unless it’s permitted.”

Something cold crawled down Kaith’s spine.

The chandeliers overhead flickered subtly, crimson crystal scattering fractured light across Carlson’s face.

For the first time, Kaith truly understood what kind of place this was.

Not merely a casino.

Something alive.

He pushed the thought away.

“I’m leaving,” Kaith said abruptly.

Carlson laughed quietly.

It wasn’t mocking.

That made it more unsettling.

“No,” he said smoothly, “you aren’t.”

Kaith stood immediately.

The room tilted.

Pain exploded behind his eyes with enough force to nearly send him collapsing back into the chair.

A violent vision slammed into him without warning—

Blood flooding across black marble floors.

Screams echoing through the casino.

A hand gripping his throat.

Silver eyes burning like moonlight through smoke—

Kaith gasped sharply as reality snapped back.

He caught himself against the edge of the table, breathing unevenly.

Across from him, Carlson had gone completely still.

“Sit down,” Carlson said quietly.

Kaith hated himself for obeying.

The pain slowly receded, though nausea lingered beneath his ribs.

Carlson studied him in silence for several seconds.

Then he said, “How long have the visions been happening?”

Kaith wiped blood from beneath his nose.

“Months.”

“And the readings?”

Kaith said nothing.

Carlson’s expression hardened slightly.

“That often.”

“I don’t answer to you.”

“No,” Carlson agreed softly. “But your lifespan does.”

Kaith froze.

Carlson reached forward before Kaith could react and turned over the Devil card fully against the table.

Symbols appeared briefly beneath the blood.

Moving symbols.

Kaith stared in disbelief as dark ink twisted like living things across the paper.

“The deck you carry,” Carlson said, “was created long before humans learned how to fear demons properly.”

Kaith’s mouth went dry.

“Ancient demon magic,” Carlson continued calmly. “Bound to prophecy, blood, and sacrifice.”

“You’re insane.”

“I own a casino where vampires gamble centuries of existence for amusement.” Carlson tilted his head slightly. “Adjust your standards for insanity.”

Despite himself, Kaith almost smiled.

Almost.

Carlson noticed.

That faint awareness passing through his silver eyes made heat creep unexpectedly beneath Kaith’s skin.

Dangerous.

The attraction between them felt sharp enough to cut flesh.

Kaith looked away first.

“What does the deck do?” he asked quietly.

Carlson’s expression lost all humor.

“It feeds.”

The word settled heavily between them.

“Every reading costs something,” Carlson continued. “A memory. A piece of your body. Time from your life.” His gaze lowered briefly toward Kaith’s trembling hands. “The more accurate the vision, the greater the price.”

Kaith swallowed hard.

That explained too much.

The exhaustion.
The headaches.
The nosebleeds.
The growing sense that something inside him was slowly burning away.
“You’re lying.”

Carlson’s eyes lifted again.

“You already know I’m not.”

Kaith hated that part most.

Because deep down, he
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