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Chapter One

 


Valladora

 


3152, The Year of Eyes

 


Kyros slowed his horse and listened again.
Twice he thought he’d heard something shuffle through the
underbrush and then stop. Turning to look back, he still saw no one
either on the road or anywhere near the sides of the road. The
trees on each side of him rustled a little in the breeze, but no
other sound came to his ear. No movement caught his eye, except for
two blue birds bouncing on a low branch a few feet away. He pushed
his long black hair over his shoulders and cast his gaze around one
more time before urging the horse onward. In his mind, he could
hear his brother Ladon reprimanding him for traveling alone. They
lived a mere twenty miles from one another, so Kyros had seen no
reason to trouble anyone simply because he’d had a whim to visit
his brother.

He stopped his horse again, however, when a
voice caught his ear the exact moment the scent of burning
lemongrass, which did not grow in this part of the world, caught
his attention. A blur of limbs came at him, and he fell from his
horse and tumbled over and over with his assailant. The man had red
eyes, and a bundle of smoldering, smoking sticks hung around his
neck. The scent of lemongrass grew stronger, and the smells of
sandalwood and cloves joined in.

“Damn gypsy,” Kyros said with a grunt as he
tried to throw the man off. Did the fool actually think a sedation
stick would work on a vampire? He managed to knee the man and
finally toss him off, and at the same time he yanked the bundle
from around his neck and put its embers out in the dirt. The bundle
wouldn’t actually sedate a vampire, but the mix of scents did burn
his nostrils in a distracting way. The man snarled at him,
revealing fangs. That and the red eyes gave Kyros pause, but as
they circled, Kyros studied the man’s scent more carefully.

He’s no vampire, but he must have demon
blood. Most humans and vampires with demon blood had no
physical attributes that gave them away, but this man had to be
from the Blood Clan, a group of gypsies that purposely bred with
demons generation after generation. The man lunged again, but Kyros
moved just in time. What could the man want? He seemed to be alone.
Had he not been able to sense Kyros was a vampire? Most members of
the Blood Clan had a variety of powers, so Kyros began to worry
because he couldn’t predict what the man might do next. Plus, his
attacker might not be alone after all. He might simply have chosen
to attack alone. The Blood Clan kept to itself in general, but
every now and then some stepped out of line. The king had
threatened to exile them to the islands far across the sea where
portals to the demon realm were scarce, but not every member of the
clan feared the king.

“What do you want?” Kyros asked. Though the
man didn’t seem to want to talk, trying couldn’t hurt.

The man hissed at him this time. Kyros kept
circling as he tried to plot an attack. He knew there was no one to
help him, so he had to take the offensive, since his attacker might
have friends lying in wait. Kyros’s eyes caught no other movement
as he cast quick glances to the dense trees, but then again, he
hadn’t been able to spot this man in time when he checked
before.

“If you don’t back down, I’ll have no choice
but to kill you,” Kyros said.

“You’re the one who will die, soul
thief.”

That angered Kyros. “Soul thief” was an
ancient and derogatory term for vampires. Hearing those words
confirmed that this man belonged to the Blood Clan. Demons had been
the ones to first use the term, claiming the gods had cursed
vampires, not blessed them, even though all ancient texts and
prophecies said otherwise. Those demons had tried to build an
alliance with humans and destroy all vampires, and when they’d
failed, many humans had died at their hands. It was a part of
history no one liked to think of but that had to be remembered,
lest such a thing happen again.

“I think not,” Kyros said, noticing the man
favor his right leg. The knee looked twisted and out of joint. “My
brother will be disappointed if I do not surprise him.”

The purposely confusing statement seemed to
do just that and confound the man, and Kyros took his chance to
knock him off his feet by attacking his weak side. He managed to
wrestle the man to the ground, but soon the tables turned. A sharp
pain ripped through his gut as a knife sank into his flesh. The man
ripped it out, slicing sideways and making a huge gash.

“I said I would have no choice,” Kyros said
through gritted teeth. His fangs came down, and he locked on to the
man’s neck. He sucked long and hard until the man stilled below
him, falling into unconsciousness. Kyros checked for a heartbeat
and listened a long time, his eyes on the trees. The man lived, and
Kyros studied him.

His face bore many scars and a good bit of
dirt. His clothes were fine silks and linens, but they likewise
were dirty. He had a large nose and wild black hair streaked with
white, which moved as the wind picked up. Kyros didn’t know what to
do. He did not want to take the man to his brother’s home, but he
couldn’t leave him. Kyros had only threatened to kill him to scare
him. Now that he was subdued, Kyros could not cause him further
harm. He healed the bite so the man would not bleed out. His mind
raced over options as he approached his horse, which had not run
away but had moved off as the fighting went on. He calmed her and
gave her a treat.

“You’ll see me again,” said a voice, the
words garbled and filled with venom. It did not sound like the
voice of the man he had been fighting, though that might be because
Kyros had sunk his fangs too deep and damaged his vocal chords.

Kyros turned back to look at the man who
should not even be awake, let alone able to speak. The man’s eyes
had opened, but they were dull and lifeless. He didn’t move at all,
and all of a sudden unnaturally red flames engulfed his body, smoke
whirling upward rapidly, as if it were being sucked away by some
unseen force. Kyros grabbed his horse by the reins and moved away.
In a matter of seconds, the flames died, and then the curling gray
smoke dissipated.

The man was gone.

Kyros looked all around him. What was he
supposed to do? He couldn’t search the woods alone. Never had he
seen anything like that. What had the gypsy wanted? Had it been his
mission alone, or could there be others? Was he insane? Why would
he want to kill Kyros? Or had Kyros been chosen merely because he
was a vampire?

Jumping back on his horse, Kyros hurried to
his brother’s castle. His guards would have to be informed, and all
of the humans in Ladon’s dominion would need to be warned a member
of the Blood Clan had been here and attacked him. He wanted to be
by his brother’s side if the gypsies had decided to target vampires
for some reason, and he would stand and fight with him if it came
down to defending Ladon’s people and household.

****

Shigure mixed the potion again. This time,
he tried to be exact in the measuring of the herbs. He smiled when
the mixture did not sour on him, as it had the previous time. For
almost a year, Ladon had been teaching him about medicine and
alchemy. Shigure made many mistakes, but Ladon proved a patient
teacher as well as a good friend. A vampire becoming the best,
closest friend he’d ever had still amused Shigure, as he had spent
most of his life fearing vampires. Well, fearing everything—he
could admit that now without feeling weak. His mother had bonded
with a demon before he was born, so he had a half-brother with
demon blood, whom he had been taught to both fear and hate. His own
father had been a tiger shifter, a breed that was supposed to be
extinct. It had eventually cost his father his life the year
Shigure turned eight. Shigure’s first fourteen years had been spent
hiding from the world. His mother and then his guardians, who had
stepped in when his mother died of a fever a year after his father
was killed, had told him everyone wanted to use and abuse him. And
then the demon his mother had bonded with had returned and
kidnapped him, and his life had only gotten worse.

He shook his head, wondering what had
brought the dark thoughts on. His half-brother, Hiroki, had saved
him from his imprisonment, and the demon that had tormented and
used them both was dead. He and Hiroki still had an awkward
relationship, but Shigure felt they had finally built a friendship.
Ladon had been there to help when Shigure had been freed, and he’d
liked and trusted the vampire right away. His instincts had been
right about Ladon. The vampire understood him in ways no one ever
had, and Ladon’s family was a warm and loving one. Ladon had been
kind enough to take Shigure in. Shigure was now nineteen, but his
life had been so sheltered he’d felt lost, and Ladon had offered to
train him and help him build a life for himself. Science and even
the ancient art of alchemy fascinated him, and he worked hard under
Ladon’s tutelage.

Shigure poured the potion into a bottle and
shoved the cork into place so Ladon could test it later to make
sure it had the right potency. He was about to move on to the next
potion on the list when Ladon came rushing into the room.

“My lord?” Shigure asked, fear gripping him.
Ladon had a tranquil personality and hardly ever rushed anywhere
unless someone needed help.

“Shigure, I want you to go to my chambers
right now and stay there.” Ladon took him by the shoulders and
hurried him along out of the room.

“What’s wrong?” Shigure asked.

“Someone attacked Kyros as he rode here.”
Ladon paused. “Stay in my room. Do you understand?”

“Is Lord Kyros all right?”

Ladon nodded. “Yes.” He took Shigure’s arm
and picked up the pace. “You know about the Blood Clan, right?”

“A little, yes.”

“Every member has demon blood going back
generations. They might be able to smell what you are the way I
did. We can’t have them finding out about you. They are not
generally kind to shifters. They use them for their own ends.”

“That is who attacked Lord Kyros?”

Ladon nodded again, opening the door of his
chamber. “Stay here.” He glanced at the guards. “Two men are at
each door?”

“Yes, my lord,” one man said.

Ladon turned back to Shigure. “Stay here. I
need to know you’re safe.”

The number of times Ladon had repeated for
him to stay in his room made him nervous. “I will. You don’t have
to tell me to hide more than once.”

Shigure regretted his words when he saw the
sadness come over Ladon’s face. But then the vampire nodded and
moved away. Shigure shut the door and walked to a chair by the
fireplace. He could apologize later. Worry crept into his mind. He
liked Ladon’s brothers a lot. Thanos tended to be quiet and a bit
odd, but Kyros was always friendly and fun to be around. Shigure
hoped he had not been too badly injured.

Shigure sat back in the chair, waiting. He
felt as if he had spent the bulk of his life waiting, and at times
he wondered if what the fates had prepared for him would truly be
worth it in the end.

****

Kyros escorted Ladon into the castle. Ladon
seemed exhausted, concern lining his face. Kyros was tired as well,
yet he also felt high strung, as if he needed to expend a great
deal of energy. Perhaps he could find a willing servant. Many of
the maids, and on occasion a few stable boys, had sought him out to
offer their blood straight from the vein on past visits, and he had
never been disappointed with those dalliances.

When they entered Ladon’s chamber, Shigure
jumped up from a chair and raced to them. “My lords, are you all
right?”

Ladon embraced the young man, who clung to
him fiercely. Kyros raised an eyebrow, not at the display of
affection but at the fact that Ladon seemed as relieved as Shigure
did. Ladon’s intense protectiveness of Shigure had always made
Kyros curious. Was something wrong with Shigure? Had Ladon brought
him here to treat him for some illness? He certainly acted as if
Shigure was delicate and needed to be protected. That distressed
Kyros. The young man had already had enough hardship, so Kyros
hated to think of him enduring any more.

Shigure smiled and bowed to Kyros when he
pulled away from Ladon. “My lord, I trust you have recovered?”

Kyros nodded and clasped Shigure by the
shoulder. “Yes. I took some of my assailant’s blood in
self-defense, and my wound healed quickly.”

“Were there more? What do we do now?”
Shigure asked them both.

“We found no one else, and everyone is on
alert. Guards are covering every part of the castle and grounds,
and the men of the village have been informed and taken up arms. A
good watch shall be kept all night. They have joined the guards to
patrol and be on the lookout,” Ladon said, sinking down into a
chair.

“You look tired. You should rest,” Shigure
said.

“I will. You should go to your room. We
don’t want to take any chances.”

Shigure seemed disappointed somehow. “All
right. Good night.”

“Good night.” Ladon looked to Kyros. “Could
you escort him? There was a leak in the west wing, so he’s in the
room next to yours now.”

Kyros nodded. “Of course.” With guards all
over the place, why was Ladon acting this way? Was Shigure in
danger? Because the Blood Clan associated with demons, perhaps?
That didn’t make sense, though, because Shigure had only been
kidnapped by a demon. He did not
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